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ONE 


Jim Whiteman leaned against a guard rail, grinding his teeth and 
peering off into the endless miles of trees ahead of him. 

Sixteen hours, Jim thought. Sixteen damn hours. Chloe’s gonna’ kill 
me. 

A flash light up ahead flickered back and forth as it swept through 
the tangled brush. Branches and twigs crunched and crackled as the 
beam of light drew closer and closer towards Jim. 

“If old man Baker didn’t want critters roaming around his 
backyard,” Jim hollered as he scanned the wilderness, “he should 
have picked a different spot to live.” 

“Oh, come on, Jim,” a voice called back. “Most excitement we’ve 
had all week.” 

“Crawling through shrubs and muck while lookin’ for stray dogs 
isn’t my definition of excitement, Min,” Jim said with a huff. “Can’t 
believe Ingram put us on double shifts for this kind of shit.” 

“You tired, Jim?” the voice up ahead asked. 

Jim heard the click of a flashlight in the distance, and was nearly 
able to make out Min’s slender features as the officer approached in 
the early morning light. 

“You could have helped me look more, instead of standing up 
there and pouting.” 

Jim scoffed. “I’ve already missed breakfast with Chloe. It’s not too 
late for me to get her to school. She hates taking that damn bus.” 

Min tucked his flashlight under his armpit. He glanced around the 
thick woods once more, and squinted, as if it would somehow make 
him able to see through the blanket of fog that clung to the ground. 

“What would you even do with it if you caught it?” Jim asked. 

“If it would keep that damn farmer from calling the station one 
more time?” Min asked, raising one eyebrow. “I think I’d pump that 
little bastard full of lead.” 

“You don’t mean that,” Jim said, and he laughed. “We tried our 
best, let’s go.” 

It was more than a lack of sleep and missing his daughter that was 
making Jim anxious. It was the officer’s particular location that made 
him eager to get a move on. High atop Pigeon Hill, a mile back from 
the Baker’s farm, on a morning not dissimilar from this one, was 
where Sarah Bosk had been found a decade earlier. 

Jim was just a rookie then, and though so much time had passed, 
he could remember little Sarah’s disappearance with ease. The eleven 
year old had been missing for all of eight days before some locals on 
four-wheelers stumbled upon her body. They found her in a ditch with 


a plastic bag tied tight around her head. The wildlife had found her 
first. 

Jim’s legs turned to rubber when he was sent to help secure the 
crime scene. Sarah Bosk was the embodiment of every reason Jim had 
chose to work in East Violet instead of in the city. In New York, an 
abducted child was expected on the evening news; but, in the sleepy 
town of East Violet, that kind of thing just wasn’t supposed to happen. 

The death of Sarah Bosk caused a whirlwind in East Violet. Her 
convicted killer, Edgar Ross, had taken responsibility for her death 
within hours of her body being discovered. Not that Edgar’s confession 
was at all necessary; the trail of evidence that pointed towards the 
town outcast was so damning that his trial went on to be one of the 
shortest in East Violet’s history. Six months and two weeks stood 
between Edgar Ross’s arrest and a death sentence. 

Camera crews had swept through East Violet after the verdict was 
announced. It was something that the locals and police force were not 
at all prepared for or particularly in favor of. Many residents wanted 
the picturesque town to be known for the annual apple harvest and 
autumn fair, not the gruesome death of Sarah Bosk. 

Once the news vans left town and the hour long documentary on 
the abducted girl had aired—some kind of national, primetime show 
as Jim remembered—East Violet once again became a peaceful town, 
hidden in a valley, tucked far away from the dangers lurking in New 
York. A place where the most exciting police work was tracking wild 
dogs through the back of Baker’s farm. 

Min opened the passenger door of the police cruiser at the same 
time a call crackled over the radio. Jim was about to step inside—he 
always drove—before the shrill chatter and squawking of a flock of 
birds pierced the quiet morning air. Black crows, and a bunch of them. 
Fifty, maybe one hundred, all flying westward in a single formation, 
their beating wings thundering in the sky. 

That’s...peculiar, Jim thought. He watched the feathered creatures 
dart through the sky, then disappear behind the hill, as memories of 
little Sarah Bosk flickered in his mind. 

“Hey, get in,” Min called from the passenger seat. “We gotta’ get a 
move on.” 

Jim ducked into the drivers seat. “What’s up?” 

“Call just came in. Some kind of domestic disturbance in town.” 

“Yeah. So?” 

“So, we're on it. Hit the lights.” 

“Where in town?” Jim asked, sounding annoyed. He turned the 
engine of the Crown Victoria over. 

“Down by Center Square.” 

“Center Square?” 


“Yeah.” 

Jim threw his hands up. “And we’re the closest unit? We’re in the 
Goddamn boonies. Fifteen minutes away, maybe ten if I book it. 
Bullshit we’re closest.” 

“We’re not the closest, but we’re the only ones not busy. 
Blankenship’s caught up with something in town and Esposito is at a 
traffic stop,” Min said. He flicked a switch that triggered strobing blue 
and red lights atop the car. “Let’s go.” 

So much for picking up Chloe, Jim thought. 

Min had been Jim’s partner long enough to know when he was 
pissed, and right then, Jim’s face read as pissed. 

“Weren’t you just complaining of boring police work?” Min asked, 
trying to soften the mood. 

“Know when to shut it,” Jim said, and he stomped the Crown Vic’s 
accelerator. 

The police car rocketed down Pigeon Hill Road, really the only 
main road between the top of the hill and the valley deep below. The 
vehicle sped past Baker’s farm, and then Henderson High School— 
where Jim’s daughter would be any moment now—before continuing 
down the two lane road, passing nothing but rows of pine trees and 
the occasional farm house. 

Making incredible time, the officers flew past the Xtra Mart, 
where Pigeon Hill Road opened up into four lanes and changed its 
name to Maple Avenue. Jim always thought the name change—the 
result of a town council meeting several years back—was idiotic. The 
town had voted to rebrand the roadway as it opened up into East 
Violet, so as to give the street an air of nobility that better matched 
the neighborhood around it. Maple Avenue was reserved for the part 
of town that had fine dining, boutiques, and well manicured parks. 
The Pigeon Hill moniker was left behind for the hill it was named 
after, and the part of town that had nothing but farmland, the homes 
of country bumpkins, and the memory of Sarah Bosk. 

The police cruiser screeched to a stop outside of 78 Elm Lane, a 
large colonial home in the center of town. Jim glanced at his plastic 
wrist watch while Min cut the lights and sirens. Eleven minutes. Not 
bad. 

Jim hopped out of the cruiser first and marched towards the front 
of the home. Min followed close behind, surveying the area around 
them. Everything seemed normal enough. 

Thud, thud, thud. Jim gave three rapid pounds on the wide, cherry 
oak door of the manor. “East Violet Police Department. Open up.” 

Jim and Min watched the windows of the home as they waited for 
an answer, hoping to catch someone peeping out from behind a 
curtain. Nothing. No sounds, no movement. 


To the right of the officers were a turquoise colored Mercedes 
sedan and a pearl-white Range Rover, both parked in the home’s 
driveway. The front bumper of the Range Rover was crumpled and the 
hood was dented. 

“Who called this in?” Jim asked. 

Min said, “Neighbors. Said they heard screaming and fighting.” 

“Uh-huh,” Jim said, listening carefully, his ear practically pressed 
against the home’s front door. “Well, I’m not about to kick down 
someone’s door over something the neighbors said.” 

Jim sighed before giving the door one last string of heavy knocks. 
“Police department, open up. Now.” He sounded aggravated at having 
to ask twice. “Police depa—” 

A hefty thump was heard from behind the door, followed by a 
frightened scream. 

Jim quickly unholstered his duty pistol and grabbed the golden 
door knob before him, spinning it. To his surprise the door was 
unlocked and quickly swung open. He aimed his gun ahead of him as 
he entered, the weight of the semiautomatic weapon making him feel 
uneasy. In nearly a decade of police work, there was only one other 
instance in which he had to draw his firearm. 

Min followed closely behind his partner, gun drawn. “East Violet 
Police Department. Everyone stay where you are and keep your hands 
where I can see them,” Min hollered. His voice cracked 
embarrassingly as he shouted the commands; he was overwhelmed by 
a sickening, metallic odor hanging in the air. The stench of blood. 

“Jesus, look at that,” Jim said. He pointed at the stairwell ahead 
of them with his gun. On each carpeted step was a soaked, crimson 
stain in the shape of a petit, bare foot. The direction of the footprints 
indicated that whoever left them was going down the stairs, not up 
them. 

Jim followed the bloodied prints from where they reached the 
landing of the stairs and trailed off forward, towards a kitchen in the 
back of the home. 

The officers treaded cautiously as they followed the footprints. 
Min repeatedly announced their presence, yet never received a 
response. 

When the officers entered the kitchen they found an elderly 
gentleman kneeling above a battered and imbrued woman. Jim 
quickly recognized the man as John Cooper, a prominent doctor in 
town. The woman was harder to discern, since her face had been 
covered in bruises, blood, and lacerations. After a short hesitation, Jim 
recognized her as John’s wife, Geraldine. Jim was acquainted with 
Geraldine; she was a secretary at his daughter’s high school. 

“Back off of her, now,” Min yelled, as he trained the sights of his 


pistol onto John Cooper’s chest. 

John disregarded the officers command and started viciously 
beating and attacking his defenseless wife. Pinned on her back 
between her husband and the kitchen floor, Geraldine squirmed. She 
was missing sizable patches of skin on her face. John grabbed and tore 
at her with his bare hands, hissing and howling between each swipe. 
He pulled a chunk of her right ear off in his balled up fist, then held it 
above his head like a trophy. Dangling between his clenched front 
teeth was what appeared to be a hunk of human flesh. 

“John, get off of her. You will be shot.” The words left Jim’s 
mouth unevenly. His pistol jittered in his clammy, shaky hands. 

John completely ignored the officer’s demand. 

Min fired the first two shots, which pierced clean through John 
Cooper’s chest and landed in a cabinet door behind the kneeled 
doctor. John didn’t so much as flinch and continued to maul the 
woman pinned beneath him. 

Min then fired a third and fourth shot into John; the third pierced 
John’s leg before glancing off of the black and white tiled floor. The 
fourth hit John in his left shoulder and didn’t exit. John’s body shook 
from the force of the impacts, but other than that the man seemed 
utterly unaware that he was being fired upon. 

“Jesus, Whiteman. Do something!” Min barked. 

Jim swallowed hard, steadied his pistol, and squeezed the trigger. 
The shot hit its mark, squarely in the left side of John Cooper’s head. 
A quick mist of pink and red filled the air on either side of John’s 
skull. Then, all at once, John’s motions stopped and he collapsed 
beside his critically injured wife. 

Geraldine looked onward at the officers with an expression of 
pure terror. She ran her hands over the open wounds on her face, 
tracing the outlines of the punctures with her fingertips. She 
whimpered. Her gaze switched from the officers, to her slain husband, 
and back again to the officers. 

“Help—” Geraldine croaked, before a steady stream of red foamed 
up around her lips, drowning out any other pleas. 

“Stay still, you’re in shock,” Jim said, turning a lighter shade of 
white. 

Min dropped to a knee beside Geraldine and crudely administered 
whatever first aid he knew. Behind him, Jim stuttered their location— 
and a need for an ambulance—into the radio clipped to the shoulder 
of his uniform. 

“Everything will be fine,” Jim said, unsure of his own words. 
“Medical is on the way.” 

“Do you have gloves? Or a facemask?” Min asked. 

Jim patted his pockets and unzipped some pouches on his utility 


belt, feeling around inside of them with his fingers. “No. They’re back 
in the car,” he answered. 

Min looked down at Geraldine. Her body had fallen limp, her 
breathing turned wheezy and sporadic. Every inhale and exhale was 
followed by an awful gurgle, until eventually the gurgles ceased 
entirely. 

“Fuck it,” Min said, placing both palms firmly on Geraldine’s 
chest. “She looks clean.” With each pump, Min’s hands slid and 
slipped across the woman’s torso, her clothes and skin wet with blood. 
“We're losing her,” Min said, noticing a deep bite mark on Geraldine’s 
neck. “She’s losing too much blood. There’s too much blood.” 

“Medics are almost here,” Jim said. 

“What the hell did we walk into? Why was he biting her?” Min 
grunted, still trying desperately to resuscitate Geraldine. Min pumped, 
and pumped, and pumped, before finally checking for a pulse. He 
shook his head, and said, “She’s gone.” 

With a wobble, Min stood up. He yanked a dishtowel dangling 
from a nearby kitchen drawer and wiped his hands. 

Minutes passed by as the officers stood beside one another, silent 
and shocked by the gruesome scene before them. 

Geraldine’s left hand twitched. 

Min and Jim looked at one another. 

“Death spasms,” Min said, trying not to let on at how creeped out 
he was. 

Again, Geraldine’s hand twitched. Then her other hand, and then 
her legs. To the officers disbelief, the top half of the woman’s body sat 
up in one fluid, effortless motion. 

“Geraldine. It’s Geraldine, right?” Jim asked. 

The woman looked forward with a cold, dead stare. 

“Yeah, Geraldine. My daughter goes to your high school. 
Geraldine, there’s a lot going on right now. You’re in shock. You have 
to lay back down and sit still, help is on the—” 

With a hiss, Geraldine lunged at Jim. Startled, Jim jumped 
backwards, slipped in a pool of blood, and landed flat on his ass in the 
middle of the kitchen. 

Geraldine pulled herself towards Jim, grabbed his heavy black 
boot, and dropped her face onto it. Her teeth sunk into the rubbery 
material, unable to bite through it. She yanked her head back. Several 
loosened teeth fell from her mouth and clattered onto the kitchen 
floor. 

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Jim groaned, fumbling for the 
taser attached to his hip. The officer felt the sickening feeling of 
tunnel vision setting in; his eyesight blurred, his fine motor movement 
locked up. What should have been a simple unholstering of his taser 


felt more like reaching deep into wet cement and pulling out a 
bowling ball. 

When at last the taser was freed, Jim fired the device and made 
contact with Geraldine’s neck and chest. A green light on the taser’s 
display indicated a connection had been made and that electricity was 
flowing. The device clicked and sizzled as 1,200 volts of current 
pulsed into the elderly woman. 

Geraldine, as unphased at being tasered as her husband was at 
being shot, swung her head upwards and growled gutturally. With her 
mouth hung open, gaping holes where teeth once were, she steadied 
herself above Jim and prepared to lunge forward. 

Once again, the sound of gunshots filled the kitchen. The first hit 
Geraldine in the neck. The second—and third—hit her forehead. 

Geraldine collapsed motionless beside Jim. Jim—covered in blood 
—looked above him to see Min standing uneasily in the corner of the 
kitchen. A puff of smoke circled the muzzle of the officer’s pistol. 


Min and Jim sat on either end of a plush sofa in the Cooper’s living 
room. Emergency lights streamed into the home from a bay window 
behind them, casting the chandeliers and furniture in alternating 
shades of red, blue, and yellow. 

Outside, two ambulances and a fire truck had arrived, as well as a 
reporter from the Channel Five News. Yellow crime scene tape had 
been draped around the Cooper’s front lawn. 

Inside the home, a small team of forensic technicians and officers 
had arrived. As well as Sergeant Ingram. 

Ingram was a dark and stout man who somehow looked wider 
than he was tall. His shiny bald head and several chins were the 
punch lines of many jokes told around the station whenever he was 
out of earshot. 

“Run this by me one more time, fellas,” Ingram said, holding a 
thin stack of police reports in his hands. “Talk to me slowly. Like I’m 
stupid.” 

After waiting and hoping for Jim to butt in, Min sighed and 
started to reiterate what he had already scribbled into his report. “We 
arrived at the residence, knocked, no answer. Heard a scream. Entered 
the home and followed a trail of blood to the kitchen. We found John 
Cooper attacking his wife—she was in bad shape. John ignored our 
orders to back away. I fired several shots into John, and he continued 
to beat his wife. Officer Whiteman then shot him once in the head, 
fatally, and—” 

Sergeant Ingram raised a hand to Min, indicating that he should 
pause. “Sound right so far, Whiteman?” the sergeant asked. 

Jim nodded his head. 


“All right,” Ingram said, “carry on, Officer Chow—and be very 
careful what you say next.” 

Min gulped. “After John’s death, we radioed the station for an 
ambulance and back up officers. I began administering life saving 
procedures to Geraldine.” 

“Uh-huh...” Ingram said, nodding with a smile. 

“After our life saving techniques failed, Geraldine passed away— 
as best as we could tell. After a short while she sprung forward and 
began to attack Officer Whiteman in the same manner that her 
husband had attacked her.” Min spoke with a stutter. “After the use of 
a taser failed, I employed lethal force.” 

Ingram grinned, the widest his smile had been all morning. 
“What’s the matter, boys?” he asked. “Are you waiting for your union 
reps to show up before you start telling the real story?” 

“That is the real story,” Jim insisted. 

“All right gentleman, allow me to tell you the problems I have 
with your ‘real’ story,” Ingram said, his voice ripe with indignation. 
“Tt’s a hoot and a holler of a story. But, if you stick with it, you better 
believe Internal Affairs will be so far up your asses that neither of you 
will shit for months.” 

The smile on Ingram’s face drooped into a blank, menacing stare. 
The sergeant paused, and collected himself. 

“For starters,” Ingram said, “the coroner did a quick check on 
John Cooper, and guess what? John Cooper was dead for—at the very 
least—an hour before you two goons ever set foot in his front door. 
The coroner is willing to bet his pension that he’s absolutely certain of 
that fact.” 

Jim and Min sat still and silent on the sofa. 

“Furthermore, you admit that Geraldine Cooper was dead—and 
then you shot her! It’s all written right here in your report,” Ingram 
said, and he began to paraphrase from a long white form in his hand. 
““Mrs. Cooper was dead, she had no pulse, but after several seconds she 
leaned up and began attacking me. So, I had no other option but to 
shoot her with my service pistol upon my partners futile attempt to tase 
her.’ Do you two realize the river of shit you’ve dived into?” 

Hoping that their sergeant’s question was rhetorical, and each 
sensing that the less talking they did, the better, Jim and Min 
continued to sit in silence. 

“These reports are numbered, see it? See this number at the 
bottom of the page? Do you remember that from academy? You can’t 
crumple this up and start writing a new report, this is it, sayonara, say 
goodbye to it because it has to be entered into the system. This is 
enough of a clusterfuck as it is, and I don’t owe the either of you any 
favors, so don’t expect it to go missing!” Ingram was marching back 


and forth in the living room, his heavy legs shaking the floorboards 
beneath him. 

“Sir, we’re not asking to rewrite the report,” Jim said. 

“Good,” Ingram said, “because you’re going to need to focus all of 
your creative energy towards filling out security guard applications at 
the East Violet Mall. For real, boys, you better get your story straight 
because the hammer is going to fall hard on this when the captain sees 
it.” 

A phone began buzzing in the sergeant’s pants. Ingram jammed 
his meaty hand deep into his left leg pocket and grabbed a small flip 
phone, then pulled it out. 

“Speak of the Goddamn devil, that’s the captain calling now. 
Because that’s what I need right now,” Ingram said, and he flipped the 
phone open. “Good morning, captain,” he said, and he walked towards 
a far off corner of the living room. 

Min and Jim looked at each other, and then at the sergeant. The 
expression on the sergeant’s face changed from anger, to vacancy, and 
then to seriousness as the heavyset man paced back and forth. Every 
few moments, Jim could hear the sergeant utter an uh-huh, but not 
much else. On the other end of the line, the captain was doing most of 
the talking. 

Ingram plodded back towards Min and Jim, folded his phone in 
half, and stuffed it back into his pants pocket. “Listen, boys, in about 
five minutes an ambulance is going to pull up outside,” he explained, 
“and it’s going to take you to East Violet Memorial. Don’t argue it. 
Higher-ups want a full panel blood test on anyone that was in direct 
contact with the deceased.” 

“Is that really necessary, sir?” Jim asked, leaning forward on the 
couch. 

“Don’t argue it,” Ingram repeated. “Go get any of your personal 
belongings that you may need from your car. You could be there a 
while.” 


TWO 


Nolan Fischer sat on the foot of his bed playing a Grand Theft Auto 
game, ignoring the digital clock on his bedroom dresser. He couldn’t 
decide whether he would completely ditch school or not. 

Since his parents left for work before his bus arrived, and came 
home after school ended, he could easily stay in bed all day without 
them ever finding out. If the school secretary at Henderson High 
decided to call his parents, they would dial the only number they had 
on file—the Fischer’s home number. If a message was left on the home 
answering machine asking why Nolan was absent, Nolan would simply 
delete it before his parents came home. It was an ingenious trick he 
wasn’t shy of using, and it had been successful in the past. 

I should just go and get the day over with, Nolan thought. He let out 
a yawn. The high school senior had stayed up all hours of the night 
before writing a last minute research paper on William Wordsworth. 

Nolan twisted a joystick on his controller, and a helicopter on 
screen blew up into a million fiery bits. Rad. After the explosion 
finished, Nolan paused his game and looked at the clock for the first 
time since he heard his parents leave for work. It was 7:02. The time 
to decide whether he would cut class or not had passed. He either had 
to commit to staying in his warm, messy bed or hop up and quickly 
get ready if he wanted a chance at catching the bus. 

“T wouldn’t have to leave so early if I had my own car,” Nolan said 
to no one, his feet landing on the shag rug beside his bed. 

He glanced around the room and assembled an outfit in his mind: 
a pair of jeans on the floor beside his dresser seemed clean, there was 
a t-shirt hanging from his closet door that he was almost certain he 
hadn’t worn that week, and his mom had left his favorite black hoodie 
neatly folded in a laundry basket by his door. 

Nolan gave a quick sniff to each article before putting it on, just to 
make sure it didn’t smell too foul. The only piece that seemed 
questionable was the t-shirt, but Nolan pulled it on anyways, certain 
that the fresh scent of his hoodie would mask any of its stink. 

Before leaving his bedroom, Nolan grabbed a pile of textbooks and 
papers from his desk and shoved them into his favorite backpack—a 
yellow JanSport that had been missing a strap since Sophomore year, 
but that Nolan loved regardless. He nabbed his iPhone from beside his 
television and slid it into a front jean pocket. In a hurry to catch his 
bus, he absent-mindedly powered off his video game console and 
television before saving the progress in his video game. Shit, he 
thought, as soon as his finger left the power button of his Xbox. 

The unkempt teenager turned out of his bedroom and breezed 


down the flight of stairs that led to his family dining room. He caught 
his reflection in the mirror above his fireplace and shook his head a 
few times until his shaggy, auburn hair was the perfect amount of 
messy. Satisfied with his appearance, he made his way to the kitchen, 
grabbed his keys from a hook and went out the backdoor of his house 
towards his driveway. 

The morning autumn air was cool and crisp. As Nolan walked 
down his driveway, each breath he exhaled appeared before him as a 
tiny cloud of fog. The sky was milky, bleak, and pale; the sun 
struggled to pierce the thick clouds that hung overhead. 

Pigeon Hill Road was empty and quiet. Nolan turned his head left, 
right, then left again, hoping to catch some sign of life on the desolate 
street. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone—7:10. If 
he had missed his bus, it was only by a minute or so. 

Nolan began to turn around and head back inside, annoyed by 
losing the progress in his video game and the effort he exerted into 
actually putting on clothes. Before getting far, he heard the sound of a 
chugging diesel engine and squeaking airbrakes coming down the hill. 
He sighed as a bright, yellow bus appeared from a bend up the street 
and slowed to a stop in front of his house. 

The passenger doors of the bus flapped open. As Nolan 
approached, he noticed a Ford Explorer trailing close behind the bus’s 
rear bumper. Every window of the vehicle was darkly tinted. Nolan 
squinted his eyes, trying to make out who it was that might be driving 
the unfamiliar SUV. All he could see was a reflection of the drab sky 
above him. 

“Mornin’, Nolan,” a bus driver grumbled as Nolan boarded the 
bus. Ned was a squat, frail, older gentleman who had been driving 
Nolan back and forth to school since Nolan began junior high. 

“Good morning, Ned,” Nolan said. 

“Apologies for the delay. Runnin’ a bit behind schedule. Hate to 
leave you out in the cold like that—hey, ain’t you got something 
warmer than that sweater? Your mom let you leave the house like 
that?” 

Nolan raised his hand as he strolled the aisle towards the back of 
the bus. “It’s cool. I’m fine.” 

Nolan’s house was the first stop on Pigeon Hill Road, and as such 
he was free to pick any seat aboard the bus. He walked towards his 
usual—the last seat in the back, on the passenger’s side. 

He pulled out a pair of earphones from his hoodie as he plopped 
onto the cold vinyl seat. He stuffed the earphones deep into his head 
—the squishy kind that cancel out the noise around you—and tapped 
an icon on his iPhone that started to play his favorite Nirvana track 
list. With his forehead pressed against the chilly window, Nolan 


watched his house pass out of view as the bus took off. 

The school bus bounced down Pigeon Hill Road and started to 
make its usual morning stops. 

First was Britney Miller, a freshman who wore too much black 
lipstick and smelled like the inside of a Hot Topic. She boarded the 
bus, shot Nolan a glare, then slid into the seat just behind the driver’s 
seat. 

After Britney’s stop was Jared Moore. Jared and Nolan weren’t 
really friends, but Nolan was a frequent customer of Jared’s older 
brother, Nicky. Nicky bailed on college after one semester and moved 
back into his parent’s basement. As a day job, Nicky worked at the 
Xtra Mart in town, but his main source of income was slinging weed 
to the younger underclassmen he once went to high school with. It 
was pathetic, Nolan thought, even if it was pretty good weed. 

Next on the route was Kevin Dobbs, a quiet jock who was blowing 
out of Henderson High on a football scholarship after graduation. 

Two houses down from Kevin was David Kline. Nolan and David 
had been better friends in middle school, but the two still swapped 
Xbox games and from time to time hung out together. 

Not long after David’s house, the school bus made a U-turn in the 
Xtra Mart parking lot, just before Pigeon Hill transformed into Maple 
Ave. After it turned around and was once again pointed towards the 
high school, it picked up the last few students on the route. 

The first stop after the U-Turn was Chloe Whiteman’s house. 

Chloe had moved to East Violet at the start of ninth grade, and her 
and Nolan had been inseparable friends ever since. They sat next to 
one another for all of freshman year home-room, bonding over similar 
tastes in music and obsessing over the same junk T.V. shows. 

When it came time for the Winter Ball their sophomore year, 
Nolan asked Chloe to be his date. The two agreed to go—as friends— 
yet still ended up sharing a short, awkward kiss towards the end of the 
night. The dance was winding down and many of the other students 
had already left. The pair were slow dancing to Unchained Melody, 
and at the start of the second chorus, Nolan leaned in close and made 
his move. Chloe reciprocated, but their teeth had bumped together in 
a short, awful clink and the exchange was dry and inelegant. It became 
an unspoken rule between the two to never mention it again. 

Throughout their junior year, Chloe and Nolan started to seriously 
date other people for the first time in their lives. 

Nolan had hooked up with Ashley Connolly, a short, chubby 
brunette. After three weeks of dating, Ashley gave him an 
uncomfortable hand job behind the sports equipment shed during a 
homecoming football game. Two weeks after that, Ashley dumped 
Nolan. Not a week after their breakup, Ashley was caught making out 


with Claire Haines in the girls locker room—an event that turned into 
a legend of mythic proportions around Henderson High. 

Chloe had gone steady for several months with Andy Kinney, a 
lanky baseball player whose parents ran the Fat Rooster Diner in East 
Violet. Chloe and Andy lasted far longer than Ashley and Nolan— 
nearly half of junior year—during which she and Nolan inexplicably 
stayed friends, despite Andy’s fervent jealousy. 

Chloe broke it off with Andy without ever giving Nolan an official 
explanation. Rumors around school suggested that Andy had been 
caught cheating with a girl who went to school in the nearby town of 
Riverside. 

Now at the start of their senior year, Nolan was beginning to 
realize how much he would miss his best friend after graduation. 
Chloe made no attempts at hiding her desire to go out of state for 
college. She blamed her father for being dragged to a place as boring 
as East Violet in the first place, and she could not wait to graduate. 
Nolan, however, had yet to fill out a single college application. 

Chloe boarded the bus, turned to see Nolan in his usual seat. She 
walked down the center aisle and dropped in beside her friend. When 
Nolan felt her land next to him, he yanked out his earphones. 

“Hey.” 

“Hey.” 

“Wasn’t your dad supposed to give you a ride in?” Nolan asked. 
Like Nolan, Chloe didn’t have a car, and on most Wednesday mornings 
her dad would take her out for breakfast and drive her to school 
himself. 

“Yeah,” Chloe said. She frowned. “But you know how it goes.” 

Nolan nodded. Chloe’s father was constantly stuck working 
overtime for the East Violet Police Department. Her father had 
primary custody of Chloe since her parents divorced four years earlier, 
and the crazy shift work at the department resulted in Chloe doing 
much of the cooking and cleaning around the house. Her father’s 
insane work schedule did come with a few benefits; on more than one 
weekend, Chloe and Nolan had hosted some crazy keggers in Chloe’s 
backyard. Many of them lasted until sunrise, Chloe and her friends 
half awake in lawn chairs that circled a fire pit in her back yard. 

“You finish Miss Naccarato’s paper?” Nolan asked. 

“Like, two weeks ago, Nole.” Chloe studied Nolan’s tired face and 
disheveled appearance. “Did you?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Let me guess, you finished it last night.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Nole,” Chloe said, “did you put the entire thing off until last 
night?” 


Nolan yawned. “I work best under pressure.” 

“Nolan,” Chloe said. “Do you want to be the only one in our class 
who repeats senior year?” 

Nolan smiled. “Take a look at it. It’s not so bad.” He unzipped the 
main pouch of his backpack and dug out his English folder. Opening 
it, he saw the only papers inside were graded assignments from one 
week earlier. Feeling a quick sting of panic, he grabbed at other 
folders, opening each one before closing it, grunting, and going on to 
the next. Each time he was disappointed. 

Chloe rolled her eyes. “You forgot it at home, huh?” 

Nolan checked his textbooks, seeing if maybe he had folded it and 
tucked it inside one of them. No luck. 

“Dammit,” Nolan said, dropping his hands back into his lap in 
frustration. He remembered that Miss Naccarato’s policy was to take 
ten points off per day when a major assignment was handed in late. If 
his work was a B- or C+ at best, a day late penalty could mean the 
difference between passing and failing. 

“Here, this will cheer you up,” Chloe said, pulling a brown paper 
bag from her little gray backpack. “I’m guessing you haven’t had 
breakfast.” From the paper bag Chloe pulled a bagel, a plastic knife, 
and a small tub of cream cheese. She halved the bagel, smeared cream 
cheese on each piece, and handed the fatter of the two halves to 
Nolan. 

“I appreciate it,” Nolan said as he chomped down and took a bite 
out of the bagel. 

Chloe and Nolan were halfway finished with their breakfast when 
gagging noises started to resonate from the front of the bus. 

“That’s enough to make you lose your appetite, huh?” Chloe said, 
chewing slower. 

Nolan didn’t seem bothered. “What’s going on?” 

“I can’t really tell,” Chloe said. She wiggled in her seat to get a 
better look. “Some girl up front is sick, I think.” 

Another retching sound came from the front of the bus. 

“Oh, gross. You bitch!” a girl cried out as she stood up in her seat. 

“What the hell’s going on back there?” Ned grated, his eyes 
flicking back and forth between his rearview mirror and the road 
ahead of him. 

“What’s happening?” Nolan said, his interest piqued by the sudden 
burst of profanities. 

“T think someone just threw up on Britney Miller,” Chloe said. She 
looked grossed out by what she saw—Britney standing up at the front 
of the bus, a wet, orange splotch in the middle of her black t-shirt. 

Britney’s friend, Alicia, was writhing in the bus seat that two were 
sharing just moments before. Her forehead was pale and beaded with 


cold sweat. As she tried to form sensical words, Alicia’s lips quivered. 
All that came out was gibberish. 

“T think we need to pull over,” Britney plead. 

Ned gulped, maybe taking too much of his attention off of the 
road ahead, and examined Alicia in his rearview mirror. 

The bus lurched as it started its ascent up Pigeon Hill. 

“We’re almost to the school. You kids just sit down and relax,” 
Ned said nervously, pulling a radio handset from his dashboard. 
“Route thirty-three to Henderson High,” Ned said, his thumb on the 
handset. “Be advised, I’m gonna’ need Nurse Lowell on standby, one 
of my kids is awfully sick—” 

Ned dropped his radio. He was startled by Britney, who had 
started screaming just behind him. 

“She’s bleeding,” Britney exclaimed, leaning halfway back into her 
seat. “She’s bleeding, do something, please!” 

Alicia’s head drooped against her left shoulder, her face 
expressionless. Her mouth hung open with a funny gape and her lips 
had turned entirely dry and chapped. Silent and motionless, a 
gleaming stream of crimson started to trickle from her left nostril. 

Ned tugged some tissues from a box on his dashboard before 
extending his hand to the seat behind him. “Here.” 

Britney grabbed the tissues and pressed them against Alicia’s face. 
Alicia looked on with half open eyes and made no indication that she 
could feel Britney’s touch. Britney dropped the tissues into Alicia’s lap 
and let out a quiet sob. “She’s not breathing.” 

Alicia stared onward. A smear of dried blood stained her face. 
Small clumps of vomit were stuck to the corner of her lips, her hair, 
and her plaid green dress. Her once perfect white stockings were 
stained with red blotches. 

“Shouldn’t we do something?” Chloe asked, looking at Nolan. 

“Some freshman is puking and bleeding,” Nolan said, dropping his 
remaining piece of bagel to the floor out of disgust. The pungent odor 
of throw up had made its way to the back of the bus. “Let Nurse 
Lowell take care of it.” 

Chloe glared at Nolan. 

At the front of the bus, Britney tearfully shook her friend’s 
shoulder. “Come on. Wake up. Come on.” Britney shrieked and 
jumped backwards out of her seat as Alicia slumped to the floor. 

Ned thought of how he should pull the bus over immediately, and 
that he should try to resuscitate the girl himself. But the bus was 
already making the final uphill climb to Henderson High; they 
couldn’t be more than two or three minutes away. He justified his 
cowardice—his complete aversion to bodily fluids and illnesses—by 
reminding himself that Nurse Lowell would be better equipped to help 


the sick girl. Almost there, Ned thought. 

Alicia began twitching and shaking violently where she lay, face 
down in the center aisle. She looked like a fish out of water, struggling 
to breathe, flopping up and down. She groaned and coughed with a 
choking, phlegmy sound before reaching a hand up to a seat and 
pulling herself upright. 

“Oh my God, you’re okay,” Britney cried, wrapping her arms 
around her friend and squeezing her tightly. 

Their bodies intertwined, Alicia pressed her face firmly against the 
nape of Britney’s neck. A guttural growl purred deep within Alicia’s 
chest. She grabbed Britney tightly at the waist, dug her fingers deep 
into Britney’s hips, and opened her mouth. 

Shocked and confused by Alicia’s behavior, Britney tried to pull 
out of the embrace; but, Alicia clung too tight. Her friend unable to 
escape, Alicia gnashed her teeth into the soft skin of Britney’s neck 
and took a deep bite before yanking her head back. A wet, mangled 
piece of skin hung from Alicia’s lips. 

Britney let out a bloodcurdling scream. Ned reached behind the 
seat to try and grab one of the girls and pull them apart. His hand 
floated and waved above the teenagers, unable to grab either of them. 
Distracted by what was going on behind him, the bus swerved to the 
right and back again, nearly veering off the road and into a ditch. 

Alicia turned her attention from the oozing wound in Britney’s 
neck to the dark hand now aimlessly dangling above her. She released 
her grasp on Britney and grabbed Ned’s hand tightly, pulled it close, 
and bit deep and hard into his fingers. Ned howled and the bus again 
took a violent swerve. 

Ned pulled his hand forward as Alicia yanked in an opposite 
direction. It wasn’t until he returned his hand to the steering wheel 
that he realized he was missing his ring and index fingers. 

Britney drooped in her seat and clasped her hands over her throat. 
With Ned’s hand no longer in the seat, Alicia again focused her 
attention on Britney, who with each passing second was struggling 
less and less to get away. 

“Stop...please,” Britney burbled, clenching her throat with one 
hand and using the other to push away at Alicia’s face. Alicia grabbed 
at the arm Britney used to defend herself and started to chew on it. 

Screaming, shouting, and panic filled the front of the bus. 
Students that sat in the seats closest to Alicia and Britney fled towards 
the back of the vehicle and crammed themselves into seats. 

Jared Moore plopped into Chloe and Nolan’s seat, squashing them 
against the window. 

“What the hell?” Nolan grunted. “What’s going on?” 

Jared’s face was white. “Some girl’s going fucking crazy,” Jared 


stuttered. “She’s—she’s eating people, man.” 

Once Alicia had finished with Britney, she stood up in her seat 
and stared towards the back of the bus, studying those that had fled. 
Her face was plastered with blood, drops of it hanging from her nose 
and cheeks. Jared, who was practically sitting in Chloe’s lap, was the 
first that Alicia made eye contact with. 

“She’s just staring at me, man,” Jared said, his voice shaky. An 
eerie silence fell over the students as they watched every movement 
that Alicia made. The bus groaned and bounced as it sped up Pigeon 
Hill. “She won’t stop staring at me. What do I do?” 

Chloe was unsure of how to answer. 

“This is messed up,” Nolan said, before parroting Jared. “What do 
we do?” 

Chloe felt claustrophobic, trapped in her seat between Jared and 
Nolan. She was becoming more and more aggravated by them. “How 
should I know what to do?” she asked. 

Alicia slowly crept down the center aisle of the bus, approaching 
the terrified students. Her movements were slow and shambled. With 
each step, she didn’t break eye contact with Jared. 

Jared babbled, “What does she want with me, man? What does 
she want with me?” 

Fed up, Chloe pushed Jared out of the seat and across the aisle, 
and then stood up. 

“What are you doing?” Chloe demanded. Alicia’s gaze snapped 
from Jared, her fixation now on Chloe. Alicia stumbled closer, step by 
step, until finally she was close enough that Chloe could see 
something dangling from her mouth—a small, pale finger, the nail at 
the end of it painted with glittery black polish. 

Chloe gulped, and for the first time understood the savagery of 
what had happened. 

“Come here,” Chloe said. 

Alicia hissed. Her eyes were yellowed and bloodshot. She skulked 
closer. 

“Come on, come on,” Chloe said, waving at Alicia. The students 
nearby weren’t sure who they should look at—Chloe or Alicia. Their 
eyes switched between the two as if they were watching a tennis 
match. 

“What the hell are you doing?” Nolan asked. 

“Just be quiet, Nole,” Chloe ordered. “You asked me what we 
should do, and this is it—” 

“But what—” 

“Just be quiet.” 

Alicia was nearly nose to nose with Chloe, and Chloe’s heart 
began to beat from her chest. 


“Why, Alicia?” Chloe said, softly. 

Alicia didn’t appear to understand Chloe’s question. 

“Just tell me why,” Chloe implored. “Don’t make me do this, 
please. Please don’t make me have to do this.” 

Alicia hissed and leaned back, preparing to lunge towards Chloe. 

Without hesitation, Chloe grabbed a red lever on the rear 
emergency exit door behind her. She yanked the lever upward as a 
sharp alarm started to ring throughout the bus. Alicia snapped her 
head upwards, trying to find the source of the blaring tone. 

The emergency exit door swung open and wind rushed into the 
back of the speeding bus. Loose paper and trash blew around in circles 
before zipping out of the open door. Chloe took a step back into her 
and Nolan’s seat, then grabbed Alicia by the shoulder and yanked her 
backwards. 

With a look of utter shock and horror on her face, Alicia flew from 
the back ledge of the bus and into the front of a black, Ford Explorer 
that was trailing close behind the vehicle. The top half of her body 
went clean through the driver’s side of the windshield; the bottom half 
folded over and collapsed on itself before shearing away from the 
front of the SUV, splitting her in two. Her legs hit the road and 
bounced away in the opposite direction of the SUV, which swerved to 
the right before crashing into a ditch on the side of the road. 

Chloe looked at Nolan, her chest heaving in and out, her mind still 
not yet processing everything that just happened. 

The bus was travelling faster than ever now, nearly reaching its 
destination at the top of the hill. Eighty miles an hour, maybe ninety; 
regardless, it was faster than Nolan ever thought a school bus could 
move. 

“T can’t, I just can’t, I’m sorry,” Ned mumbled quietly, as the bus 
whipped around the front of Henderson High and headed straight for 
the loading zone in front of the school. “I’m sorry kids, I can’t,” he 
repeated, no one able to hear him over the sounds of screaming and 
emergency alarms. 

Ned passed out, his head falling forward, his bus aimed directly at 
a row of parked busses in front of the school. 

Nolan reached across the aisle, grabbed Chloe, and pulled her 
tightly back into their seat. 

“Don’t look. Just hold on,” Nolan said softly, and he held Chloe 
tight. 

Ned’s foot slipped off of the accelerator, slowing the bus 
considerably, but not enough to stop a devastating impact. The bus 
collided hard into the parked busses ahead of it, the sound of grinding 
metal and screaming filling the air. 


THREE 


Dana Naccarato lounged on her living room sofa, her feet kicked up 
on an ottoman. She took light sips off a steamy mug of cinnamon 
black tea. Across from her, her television quietly played the morning 
news. 

It was these kind of mornings that Dana enjoyed the most—even 
days. Henderson High, the high school that she taught English at, used 
a peculiar numbering system for class schedules. On days one, three, 
five, and seven, Dana had to be at work bright and early for 
homeroom and first period. On days two, four, and six—today was a 
six—her first English class didn’t begin until second period. That 
meant extra time to sleep in, play with her Pug, Elliot, and wander her 
East Violet apartment in nothing more than a bathrobe. 

Dana clicked through channels on her TV set, alternating from 
station to station. Each channel had some kind of breaking news alert 
flash across the screen. As she watched, she stroked Elliott’s belly with 
one hand and sipped her tea with the other. 

“Disturbing reports out of Brooklyn this morning. Eyewitness 
Five’s own Victor Melendez is at the scene of a brutal home invasion 
in Kensington. It’s one of many in a string of robberies and assaults 
that have spread across the city this morning, stretching as far west as 
Queens and as far east as our very own East Violet—Victor, can you 
tell us what you’re seeing out there?” 

The sound of sirens flying down the street outside of her 
apartment startled Dana. Suddenly, she snapped out of the hypnotic 
trance that the television had put her under. Dana thumbed a button 
on her TV remote, causing the volume to turn down, then stood up so 
she could investigate the sirens from her dining room window. 

It was the third siren Dana heard that morning. The first was just 
before daybreak; it was particularly annoying since it woke her a few 
minutes before her alarm was set to ring. The second went by thirty 
minutes later, as she was stepping out of the shower. The flurries of 
sirens were so boisterous that she could clearly hear them over the 
white noise of her bathroom exhaust fan. Now, with the most recent 
siren, Dana was beginning to worry. The morning news had not been 
clear about what was going on, just that something was going on. Car 
accidents, burglaries, assaults; all over the city, and now even in East 
Violet. Incidents that should have had no bearing on one another, but 
that somehow felt interwoven. 

Dana pulled back the heavy lavender drapes of her dining room 
window and peered out. From high-up in her fifth floor apartment, 


she could just barely make out a string of ambulances, fire trucks, and 
cop cars parked over on Elm. For the first time all morning, she 
worried that all the excitement may make her late for work. 

“My students would love that, huh boy?” Dana asked Elliot with a 
grin. 

A high-pitched tone interrupted the newscasters chatting in the 
background. Dana turned from her window towards the television set. 

“This is a test of the Emergency Action Notification System. This is 
only a test.” The television display cut from an image of the morning 
news anchors to a plain black screen with the words “Emergency 
Action Notification System” emblazoned across it. “This test message 
has been initiated by the FCC in cooperation with your local radio and 
television broadcast systems. Had this been an actual emergency, the 
tone you just heard would have been followed by emergency 
information, news, or instructions. This is only a test. We now return 
you to your regular programming.” 

Dana felt the hairs on the back of her neck stand up. 

“‘T’ve got a bad feeling about this, Elliot,” Dana said. She turned 
back to her window and readjusted her curtains. She tried reasoning 
with herself that the emergency test and the recent passing sirens 
were merely a coincidence. Yet, she could not shake the unsettling 
feeling that something insidious was at play. Dana lived in a quiet 
apartment complex on a rather boring street, and the sound of 
ambulances and police cruisers weren’t common. She wondered why 
so many had used her street that morning. The East Violet fire and 
police departments sat on Maple Avenue in the heart of town. Most 
parts of town could be accessed by Maple, so why had there been so 
many disturbances on her street? 

Dana scurried away from the window and towards her bedroom; 
Elliot’s feet clacked on the linoleum floor as he followed close behind. 
She threw on a quick ensemble—a knit cardigan and a pair of leggings 
—then made her way to her front door. There she put on her favorite 
autumn coat, a black and red flannel with a velvety lining, and slipped 
on a pair of flats. 

“Come on, Elliot, let’s make pee-pee,” Dana said, holding out a 
leash. Sure, Elliot needed his morning walk before Dana left for school 
—but Dana wanted to investigate, too. 

Elliot ran across the apartment towards Dana, and she clicked his 
leash around his pudgy neck. The two walked out her front door and 
down the several flights of stairs to the apartment parking lot. It was a 
pain walking so many steps each time Elliot needed a walk, but Dana 
refused to ever have to deal with upstairs neighbors again. In her last 
apartment she lived beneath an extremely loud and annoying family. 
If the mother and father weren’t screaming at one another, the three 


children were stomping and dragging toys around. The noise seemed 
to go on around the clock, only letting up around one in the morning 
before starting all over again at six. It made it exceptionally difficult 
to grade papers, relax, or get a decent night’s sleep. 

When Dana and Elliot reached the bottom of the stairs, they 
turned out of the apartment parking lot and onto Oak. After a brisk 
walk down Oak, the two were at the intersection of Oak and Elm. The 
swarm of emergency vehicles covering the street made it hard to tell 
whose house they were responding to. 

“Terrible, ain’t it?” Dana heard from beside her. She looked over 
to see her neighbor, Shelby. Shelby was walking her yappy 
Pomeranian, Elvis. 

“What’s terrible?” Dana asked. 

Shelby said, “You haven’t heard? The Coopers are dead.” 

“What?” Dana asked, completely shocked. 

“Yeah, awful stuff. Murdered from the sounds of it.” 

“What...how?” Dana said. 

Shelby just shrugged. “No one really knows for sure yet. But 
there’s rumors circulating.” 

“What rumors?” 

“You’ve been watching the news, right?” 

Dana sniffled, her nose turning rosy in the chilly air. “Kind of.” 

“It’s these gangs—they’ve been wandering around, borough to 
borough, stealing and murdering...” 

“There aren’t any gangs in East Violet, Shelby.” 

“Let me finish, will ya’?” Shelby said with a sneer. “They’ve been 
chased all over the city and now they’re coming out our way. It’s part 
of some initiation. After they murder their victims, they...” Shelby’s 
voice went low and soft as she fanned her hand beside her mouth, as 
if to whisper a secret. “They eat their faces.” 

Dana crossed her arms and said, “Where’d you hear this?” 

“Well, ya’ know,” Shelby answered. “It’s just gossip. But, Betty in 
313 was over there this morning, before the news crews arrived—says 
she heard a cop say something about someone eating Geraldine’s face 


”? 


“That’s twisted, you know?” Dana blurted. Where do you people 
come up with this garbage? she thought. She stared down the street at 
the clump of vehicles and flashing lights, her jaw open wide. 

“It’s just what I heard,” Shelby said as she pulled a chiming cell 
phone from her coat pocket. Elvis tugged at his leash. “I gotta’ run. 
Call me sometime, we’re overdue for a lunch, okay?” Before Dana 
could answer, Shelby had already taken off, her tiny Pomeranian 
leading her down the sidewalk. 

Dana looked down at Elliot, who had finished peeing next to his 


favorite bush, then looked up one last time at the Cooper’s home. 

“Well. Ready, boy?” Dana asked. 

Elliot blinked twice, and the two headed back for their apartment. 

Dana thought about Mr. and Mrs. Cooper during every step of her 
climb to the top of her stairs. Mrs. Cooper was a secretary at 
Henderson. Mr. Cooper had been Dana’s primary physician since she 
moved to East Violet several years back. The Coopers had a grandchild 
that went to Henderson High, too. Dana remembered bumping into 
her once or twice in the hall, her face vaguely familiar from photos 
Mr. Cooper had shown her. But, Dana taught junior and senior level 
English classes and the Cooper’s granddaughter was only a freshman. 

What was her name? Dana thought. She felt in her pocket for her 
keys as her and Elliot reached the landing of the last flight of stairs. 

Elliot bolted into the house as soon as Dana opened the front 
door, waited patiently beside his dog dish. Dana opened a pantry door 
and took out a scoop of kibble, dropped it in his dish, and went back 
to her couch. She flipped through the news channels once more, this 
time looking for any information on the Coopers. 

Nothing. The top news stories were coming out of the city, where 
far greater ratings grabs than the death of John and Geraldine Cooper 
were occurring. A triple homicide in Astoria, a derailed subway car on 
the Upper East Side of Manhattan, a three alarm fire in Bay Ridge. 

“Christ,” Dana wondered aloud. “What’s going on?” 

The news cut to a helicopter view of a school. Smoke rose from 
the parking lot. 

“This just in from East Violet-—Eyewitness Five has this exclusive 
video footage from a crash just outside of...” 

Dana knew before the announcer could finish his sentence. 

“...Henderson High school, where a school bus has caught fire....” 

Dana leapt to her feet and then raced to her front door. She 
grabbed her briefcase, then swung the door open. She turned to her 
Pug, who was sitting on the couch in confusion, his tail wagging. 

“Be good, Elly,” Dana said with a huff, before slamming the door 
shut and locking it. 

Skipping almost every other step, Dana breezed down the 
stairwell to her parking lot and quickly found her Prius. She clicked a 
button on her car key and the Prius chirped and unlocked. Dana dove 
into the driver’s seat, buckled, and quickly adjusted her mirrors before 
jamming her key into the ignition. With a twist of her wrist, the tiny 
vehicle hummed to life. A pop radio station blared from the speakers. 
Dana mashed a radio knob, hoping to find a news station, before 
yanking her gearshift into reverse. 

Dana backed out and popped the car into drive. Her tires let out a 
quick squirk as the car peeled off down Oak in the direction of Maple. 


Hoping to hear anything about her school, she anxiously scanned from 
one radio frequency to the next. 

“Residents are urged to stay indoors...fzzt...Police neither 
confirming or denying if the incidents are related...psst...Seven bodies 
were discovered in the Coney Island hotel...bzzt....” 

Feeling frustrated, Dana spun the radio knob one final time. 

“East Violet Police are on the scene of a bus accident at Henderson 
High school. We’ve yet to learn of any injuries in the crash and 
information is slow at best, but stay tuned to 103.9 FM for more 
information as it becomes available....” 

Dana sighed. She clung to the steering wheel with white knuckles, 
and a nervous sweat began to glaze over her forehead. In her rearview 
mirror she watched the flashing lights on Elm vanish behind her, 
when suddenly— 

“Oh, shit!” she hollered. Her briefcase flew off of the passenger 
seat and onto the floor as she stomped the brake pedal. The nose of 
her Prius dipped down as her tires squealed. She had been so 
distracted by what was happening behind her that she almost rear- 
ended a maroon sedan waiting at a red light in front of her. 

A figure in the driver’s seat of the sedan looked back at Dana, 
glared, and raised a middle finger out of the driver’s window. 

The light turned green. The maroon sedan had barely begun to 
roll into the intersection before a black police cruiser blew its stop 
light and came barreling into the intersection. The lights on top of the 
vehicle flickered to life just seconds before it collided with the maroon 
sedan. 

Dana screamed, then threw her gearshift into park. She jumped 
out of her car, leaving her door open. 

By the time she made it into the intersection, the officer driving 
the cruiser was out of his car and checking on the occupants of the 
maroon sedan. 

“Get outta’ here,” the officer commanded in a thick New England 
accent. 

Dana put her hands up in front of her, frozen in place. 

“Didn’t you hear me? I said get the fuck outta here!” the officer 
barked. 

Dana ran back to her open driver’s side door. A line of cars had 
formed behind her, honking impatiently. She pulled her door shut and 
sped through the intersection before the light changed back from 
green to red. 

What is going on? Dana thought, her heart beating faster and faster 
and faster. Why is this happening? What the hell is going on? 

The Prius turned left onto Maple Avenue and headed towards 
Pigeon Hill. Dana drove with extra caution, still shaken up by the 


accident she watched unfold just a moment ago. 

Maple narrowed from four lanes to two, and the houses on either 
side of her became spaced further and further apart. Pigeon Hill had a 
layer of morning fog still enveloping it, and it gave the town an eerie 
look in the morning hours. Considering the circumstances, some early 
Halloween decorations looked particularly spooky in the fog. On a 
house to her right, Dana noticed a plastic skeleton hanging from a tree 
swaying in the breeze. 

Dana continued on the mostly empty street when the song she was 
listening to was abruptly interrupted by yet another high pitched tone. 

“This is a test of the Emergency Action Notification System. This is 
only a test—” 

The Prius hummed louder as she began the uphill drive towards 
Henderson High. Above the sounds of her motor and stereo, Dana 
could hear a helicopter go buzzing by above her. Through her 
windshield she watched it ascend then disappear above the hill before 
again having to jam on her cars brakes. There was something sitting in 
the middle of the street—maybe a dead animal? Dana swerved to 
avoid it. 

Driving slowly, Dana peered out her driver’s side window to make 
out what was lying in the middle of the street. She quickly placed her 
hand over her mouth and recoiled in horror. 

The object was not road kill or garbage. It was unmistakably two 
short legs, one of them with a black buckle shoe still attached, both 
dressed neatly in long white stockings. The legs traveled up to a green 
skirt that was covered in blood and, from the looks of it, intestines. 

Dana fought the urge to get sick and drove further onward. She 
followed a slight curve in the road before being greeted by a flood of 
red and blue lights. 

There was a barricade made up of several yellow, heavy gauge 
fences and emergency vehicles. The barricade blocked the short 
section of road between Dana and the high school. In the ditch to her 
right was a totaled, black Ford Explorer. Surrounding the wrecked 
vehicle were persons dressed head-to-toe in hazmat suits. They stood 
around the crumpled Explorer, carefully examining the wreckage. 
Behind the barricade fences were several police cruisers and a large 
black van. Dana slowed her car to a stop. One of the vans behind the 
barricade had lettering different from the others—Dana couldn’t quite 
tell, but it looked like “C.D.C.” 

Why is the Center for Disease Control responding to a vehicle fire— 

A loud knock rapped on Dana’s driver side window, startling her. 
Outside was a tall, masculine police officer. The word 
“BLANKENSHIP” was stamped into a brass nametag above his left 
breast pocket. 


“Roll down your window, ma’am.” 

Dana obliged. 

“Where are you headed to this morning?” the officer asked. 

“T’m...’m a teacher. An English teacher at Henderson,” Dana 
stuttered. 

“Ma’am, I’m going to need you to carefully turn around here, and 
head back the way you came. You coming from home?” The officer’s 
voice was devoid of emotion and very matter-of-fact. 

“Home?” Dana mumbled. “I’m not going home. I need to be at my 
job, I need to help—” 

“We have everything under control,” Blankenship said, leaning 
away from the car. 

“You can’t keep me from going into my job.” 

“Ma’am—” 

“You need to let me through right now, I need to be at—” 

“Ma’am,” Blankenship repeated with irritation. “No one is allowed 
through.” 

“T want to speak to your supervisor.” 

“T don’t have time for this shit,” Blankenship said. He reached for 
a leather pouch on his belt, unbuttoned it, and pulled out a pair of 
handcuffs. 

“Are you serious right now?” Dana said. 

“Step out of the car, ma’am.” 

Dana threw her hands up. “Fine. I’ll leave.” 

Blankenship put the cuffs back in their pouch and gave Dana a 
smug look. 

She pulled the steering wheel as far left as it would turn, and 
cautiously made a U-turn on the narrow road. As she pointed her car 
opposite of the barricade, she could see the hazmat workers had 
moved to the middle of the street. They were zipping up a small black 
bag where the pair of legs once were. 

Driving carefully, Dana descended Pigeon Hill and headed back 
towards the town below. 


FOUR 


“What the hell do you think this is all about?” Min asked. He was 
standing on the stoop of the Cooper’s home, glancing anxiously up 
and down Elm, waiting for the ambulance to arrive. 

“Precautions. Covering their asses. You know how these things 
go.” Jim hocked a wad of spit into the lawn beside him, then finished 
tapping out a text message to Chloe—I’m sorry I couldn’t bring you to 
class. Long story. Tell you later. 

“Whatever,” Min said. He tugged at his belt. “I mean, I’m not 
worried about it. I’m up to date with my immunizations.” 

Jim ignored his partner’s whining and stared at his cell phone 
screen. He hoped for a reply from his daughter before the ambulance 
arrived; he’d been in enough hospitals to know cell phone reception 
was spotty at best. 

“Fucking Ingram,” Min continued, oblivious to Jim’s disinterest in 
having a conversation. “Eighteen hours in and he sends us out for 
blood work. I just wanna’ get home, you know? I broke up that fight 
at the mall last week, and Ingram didn’t insist on blood work then. 
And I’m telling you, I had a much better chance of catching something 
nasty in the Penny’s clearance outlet than I did from Mr. and Mrs. 
Fuckin’ Brady back there.” 

Jim nodded politely. 

Just beyond Jim and Min, a crowd of reporters had formed. For 
the most part they hadn’t been a bother, which surprised Jim since 
double homicides were such an unheard of rarity in East Violet. Most 
of the news crews waited patiently on the sidewalk, camera’s aimed at 
the front door of the Cooper’s home. One reporter, however, was bold 
enough to press his luck. The reporter leaned over the yellow crime 
scene tape that sectioned off the front lawn of the house from the 
street. 

“Officer,” the reporter begged, “Officer can you tell us if—” 

“Behind the line please,” Jim said. 

“Can you tell us if this morning’s murder is related to the recent 
attacks in New York City?” 

Jim froze. What attacks in New York City? 

Worried about how much Ingram would grind his ass if he said 
something stupid—or looked stupid, for that matter—Jim responded 
by saying, “Per department policy, I have no comment. This is an 
ongoing investigation.” 

An ambulance rolled slowly towards the front of the house with 
lights flashing but no sirens. 


“Fuck that guy,” Min said as he walked towards the waiting 
ambulance. He motioned for Jim to follow. “Fucking journalists. Come 
on.” 

Min ducked under a piece of yellow tape, then held it up so that 
his partner could clear it easily. 

The ambulance popped up onto the curb between a news van and 
a fire truck, and the rear doors swung open. A tall, thin man peeked 
out, his face hidden behind a mint-green surgical mask. 

“You boys Chow and Whiteman?” the man asked, pleasantly. 

Both officers nodded. 

“Great,” the man said, patting two gurneys in the ambulance. “I 
know you must not be very thrilled, but this is your limousine to East 
Violet Memorial this morning. Come on in.” 

Jim and Min carefully pulled themselves up onto the chrome 
bumper of the ambulance and then inside. They each took a seat atop 
gurneys opposite one another. The masked man closed the doors 
behind them, then took a seat between them towards the front of the 
vehicle. Once seated, he gave the driver’s cabin of the ambulance a 
firm whack with his hand, and the vehicle took off. 

“And you are?” Min finally asked. 

“Oh, yes, of course. I’m sorry. My name is Dr. Merrill—” 

“A doctor, huh?” Jim asked. “Paramedics take the day off?” 

“Hah, well, yes,” Dr. Merill answered nervously. “Consider this a 
special circumstance. You want to be cleared by the best, and that’s 
me.” 

Jim fidgeted. It didn’t make sense to be riding in an ambulance 
with a doctor, unless something horrible had happened. It made him 
uneasy. 

“Five star treatment, eh, Jim?” Min quipped. 

“Very well, gentlemen. I have a few questions I’m going to ask 
while I take a look at you, and it’s critical that you answer them 
honestly, please?” The doctor snapped on a pair of latex gloves and 
pulled a pen flashlight from his front coat pocket. “First off, who came 
into direct contact with the deceased this morning?” 

“Well, I did,” Min answered. He raised his hand slightly, as if he 
was answering a question for a grade school teacher. 

“M’kay, describe that encounter to me,” the doctor said. He shined 
a light from one of Min’s pupils to the other. 

“The female victim was having difficulty breathing. She was in 
shock after being beaten. I administered chest compressions followed 
by mouth to mouth resuscitation.” Min spoke firmly and deliberately, 
ignoring a sour knot starting to form in the pit of his stomach. 

Doctor Merrill let out a long “hm” followed by a click of his 
tongue. “And I’m correct in assuming you were wearing gloves and 


using a mouth shield while you did this?” 

Min shook his head. “They were back in the car. She was in bad 
shape, doc. I didn’t want to waste anytime running back to my 
cruiser.” 

Furling his eyebrows, Doctor Merrill turned to Jim. 

“And how about you?” the doctor said. 

“TI never touched her.” 

“Not at all?” The doctor asked curiously. 

“Nope.” Jim said. 

“What about any blood at the crime scene? Did you come into 
contact with that?” 

“Nope. Nothing.” 

“Forgive me, officer,” Dr. Merrill said charmingly. “It’s just 
that...” the doctor pointed at some dried, splotchy blood stains on 
Jim’s uniform. 

“Cut myself shaving this morning. Now how about telling me 
what the hell this is all about?” Jim demanded. “What exactly was in 
that lady’s blood that’s got you all worked up?” 

Doctor Merrill sighed and folded his hands on his lap. “You know, 
the gentleman back there who died, he was a colleague of mine. Dr. 
Cooper. And, he had a lot of high-risk patients these past few days. 
Until his autopsy comes back clean, we have to rule out any possible 
health risks to your partner and yourself. That’s all, officer.” 

Jim paused, searching for the right words to describe what he had 
seen that morning. “We shot him, doc. We shot him and he just kept 
attacking his wife, like it was nothin’. Afterwards we had to do the 
same thing to her. What was in their blood that made this happen?” 

Doctor Merrill just laughed. “Yes officer, there was something in 
their blood that caused their abnormal behavior. It’s called adrenaline. 
I can’t speculate on why Dr. Cooper so senselessly attacked his wife; I 
wasn’t there. But I can assure you that both Dr. Cooper’s adrenal 
gland, as well as his wife’s, had emptied every last drop between the 
time you showed up and the time they passed. Surely you’ve 
encountered such things before in your line of work.” 

Jim thought. There was a junkie the year before that he busted 
behind a gas station. He was so jacked up that Jim’s taser cooked him 
for fifteen seconds before he dropped; it shouldn’t have taken more 
than five. There was one other time, a few years before that, when 
Jim and Min wrestled a drunk to the ground outside of the Frosty Boot 
downtown. Jim had broken the assailants nose before he submitted to 
being cuffed. Still, after a mostly quiet decade of police work, Jim was 
certain he had never seen anything like what he saw on the floor of 
Dr. Cooper’s kitchen. 

For the rest of the ride to the hospital, Doctor Merrill continued a 


basic examination of the two officers: tongue depressors went in 
mouths, blood pressure cuffs were wrapped around biceps, lights were 
shone in ears. Between each inspection, the doctor would scribble a 
line or two of notes into a pocket notebook. 

“Uh-oh,” Doctor Merrill said as he examined Jim’s right ear. “The 
light is shining through to the other side!” 

No one laughed. 

When the ambulance pulled up to the front of East Violet 
Memorial, several nurses were waiting outside with stretchers. Dr. 
Merrill hopped out of the back of the ambulance first and quickly 
approached the team of doctors and nurses standing by. 

Dr. Merrill began talking to a slender, older gentleman sporting a 
thick gray beard and round eyeglasses. The doctor spoke in a hush, 
glancing behind to make sure he was out of earshot of the officers. 

“It’s here again, Litchfield. It’s here,” Dr. Merrill said with 
exasperation. “I’ve tried to keep them as calm as possible...but, it’s 
here. Same as Marc, Damian, and the others.” 

Litchfield groaned. “And the doctor and his wife?” 

Dr. Merrill shrugged. “Both dead.” 

“So which of them have it? Both?” 

“Chow, the Asian guy, he’s one hundred percent green,” Dr. 
Merrill explained. 

“Are you sure?” Litchfield asked, glancing at the ambulance. 

“One. Hundred. His heart is beating like the proverbial 
jackhammer, and his temperature is skyrocketing. Just like we’ve had 
all morning.” 

“All right,” Litchfield said, stroking his beard. “And the other 
guy?” 

“Him...I’m not so sure,” Dr. Merrill said. “On paper he seems 
clear. But we can’t know for sure. Run all the tests and keep him 
locked up for the next few hours. From what I understand, the crime 
scene was gruesome. It would be a miracle if he’s clean.” 

“Okay then,” Litchfield said. He waved a hand to the team behind 
him. “Give them the works.” 

Several nurses hopped onto the ambulance. “Each of you lie 
down, we’ve got it from here,” one announced. She pulled a clear 
plastic mouthpiece over the front of Min’s face. 

“What’s this about?” Min gasped. 

“Just relax,” the nurse said. 

Min tried to pull the mask from his face, but was too weak. His 
arms had already turned to rubber. Tingly waves rolled from his 
shoulders to his fingertips. 

Jim also attempted to protest, but the mask pulled over his face 
was pumping a steady flow of gas. He felt his hands go limp. His 


stretcher hit the pavement with a reverberating clank. Puffy, silvery 
clouds drifted above his face. He focused what remaining energy he 
had into shifting his head right, so that he could see his partner. Min 
was already being rushed off far ahead. His head returned to its 
natural resting position, and again he stared up into the sky. The sun 
was a dimly lit bulb hidden behind layers of murky clouds. Gradually, 
darkness crept in; just out of sight at first, until the sky above flickered 
and faded into black. 


Jim woke up to the steady hum and beep of a machine beside his 
head. He blinked a few times, desperate to focus on his fuzzy 
surroundings. Then, he tried to move his arms and legs. Nothing. 

Jim balled his hands into fists, let out a grunt, and again tried to 
pull up his arms. It was useless—both arms and legs were snugly 
strapped to the metal railings of his gurney. 

Free to move his head, he carefully studied the room around him. 
It wasn’t like any other time he had been in a hospital room. The walls 
were draped with thin, translucent sheets of plastic. In the outside 
hall, indiscernible bright lights and shadows moved back and forth; 
Jim was unable to see clearly through the layers of plastic. In the 
center of his room was a single fluorescent light shining down on him. 
There was no one else nearby. 

Jim took deep, steady breaths. A lifelong claustrophobe, he was 
quite displeased with his current situation. Pushing his head up, he 
could see a single tube snaking its way from a saline bag draped above 
him and into a vein in his left wrist. His uniform was gone, replaced 
by a paper nightgown that left him feeling chilled. 

The officer jerked in his confines once or twice before growing 
irritated. “Nurse!” The word came out hoarse and quiet. “Nurse!” He 
tried calling out over and over again. With each yell the word left his 
mouth stronger than the time before. 

After a moment, he heard a zipper from the front of the room 
open and close. A figure approached, outfitted head-to-toe in a yellow 
hazmat suit. To Jim, it felt like being in outer space; he was isolated in 
a strange, softly lit room, with what looked like an astronaut 
approaching him. 

“Hey there,” a small face said with a smile, the globe around it 
cartoonishly oversized in comparison to the head it covered. 

“Who are you?” Jim said hoarsely. 

“I’m Nurse Young, but you can call me Sherri.” 

“Sherri?” 

The face nodded under her giant hazmat helmet. 

“What the fuck is going on?” Jim asked bluntly. 

Sherri smiled. “You just came to, huh?” 


Jim’s bewildered face was enough of an answer. 

“Hang tight. I’ll have the doctor visit you.” 

Sherri disappeared to the back of the room, unzipped the tent-like 
flaps once more, and left. Not long after, another yellow space ranger 
appeared in the door way and approached Jim’s bedside. 

“Officer, how are you feeling?” the doctor asked, his voice 
somewhat muted by his suit. Still, it was vaguely recognizable. 

“And who the hell are you?” Jim asked. 

The figure went to pat his face before his hand whacked into 
Plexiglas. He had forgotten that he was wearing a hazmat helmet. 

“Forgive me, when we met earlier I had a paper face mask on. It’s 
me, Dr. Merrill. I suppose I have a different mask on now, but that’s 
the nature of the beast today.” 

Jim rolled his eyes. “I’m fine. What am I doing here?” 

“Please. Allow me to ask a few questions first, yes?” 

“T’m sick of your damn questions. Unstrap me.” 

Dr. Merrill prodded the inside of his cheek with his tongue. 
“Officer, please. Can you tell me your name?” 

“Jim. Whiteman.” 

“And how many fingers am I holding up?” The Doctor extended 
three yellow, gloved fingers. 

“Three. How many am I holding up?” Jim said. 

The doctor glanced down at Jim’s strapped wrist making an 
obscene gesture. 

Jim said, “Enough of the bullshit then?” 

Dr. Merrill pulled a wheeled office chair from a dark corner of the 
room and took a seat beside Jim’s gurney. 

“Where’s my partner?” 

“Your partner is doing just...fine. He’s one door down.” 

“I wanna’ see him.” Jim was trying to pound with his fist, but it 
was hopeless, his hand was strapped in too tight. 

“I understand your frustration officer, I do. But this is a very 
sensitive situation you’re involved in. I can’t have him come in here 
right now.” 

“Why not?” Jim said. Every muscle in his face tensed. 

“Please, officer, I’m unable to discuss my patient’s condition with 
you. What’s important is that by all accounts, you seem to be 
completely healthy.” 

“Then why am I strapped down like some animal?” Jim said. 

“It’s important that we keep you under close evaluation for the 
next few hours. We’re still waiting on several blood tests. Please, don’t 
be angry. This is a cause for celebration.” The doctor looked funny, 
sitting in his chair with his legs crossed in the obnoxious hazmat suit, 
speaking as if it was a normal visit with a patient. 


“I have to call my family...I have to let them know I’m all right. 
Where’s my phone?” Jim said. 

“Your belongings are in a separate wing of the hospital. They will 
be examined and then they will be put through a decontamination 
process. If needed.” 

“So is there anything that I can do while I’m stuck here?” 

Dr. Merrill narrowed his eyes. “You can rest. I’m sorry to say, but I 
spoke to your supervising sergeant earlier. Ingram, yes?” 

Jim nodded. 

“You’ve been mandated for the next shift.” 

“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jim said, before laughing 
sarcastically. “Did he mention that I was already finishing a sixteen 
hour shift before getting trapped here with you clowns? Where is that 
bastard?” 

“Your sergeant told me to tell you that he’ll swing by later to 
check on you. This is why it is extremely important that you rest as 
much as you can. I’m afraid that you will have a very busy day ahead 
of you.” Dr. Merrill’s voice turned grave and concerned. 

Jim said, “Please just tell me what’s going on.” 

Dr. Merrill stood up, wheeled his chair back to the corner of the 
room he got it from. “I didn’t want to explain this before we put you 
under; we really needed you to remain calm and cooperative. So, 
forgive my fairytale earlier about adrenaline. What you and your 
partner saw this morning, officer. It wasn’t a singular event. There is a 
virus spreading, and it’s spreading fast. We’re trying our best to 
understand it. It seems to have originated in New York. There have 
been a growing number of reports in Suffolk, Nassau, Queens. It’s 
came as far up north as Rockland, and now it’s here. In our own 
backyard. It’s causing ordinary folks to become violent and dangerous. 
Brutish. Cruel. Cannibalistic, even. And, it has an extremely high 
mortality rate.” 

Jim stared long and deep at the doctor and felt a ringing begin to 
resonate in his ears. “How high of a mortality rate?” he said. 

“Well.” The doctor raked his mind. Throughout the morning he 
had answered that question countless times, but each time the answer 
never stopped sounding any less horrific or unbelievable. “One 
hundred.” 

Jim cocked his head. 

“One hundred percent mortality rate.” 

Jim tried to kick through his leg straps. The restraints clanged 
against the railing on the gurney. “I want to see my partner. I want to 
see him right now.” 

Dr. Merrill paced towards the zippered door at the front of the 
room. Before he left, he turned to Jim one last time. “Please, officer. 


Like I said. Get some rest, we’re going to need you at your best once 
you’re out of here.” 

The doctor stepped out of the plastic, becoming just another 
strange shadow in the hall outside. 


FIVE 


Chloe was the first thing Nolan saw when he opened his eyes. She was 
curled up and tucked into his chest, trembling, her head pressed 
firmly into his shoulder. 

At first, all Nolan could hear was the sound of his own heartbeat. 
Thum thum, thum thum, thum thum. Gradually, the heavy beating faded 
into a dull drumbeat, and as it did it was replaced by a high pitched 
tone that rang sharp and loud inside his skull. When the ringing 
finally subsided, all he could hear were screams. 

Nolan mumbled, “Chloe.” He shook the quivering mess before him 
by the shoulders. “Chloe, are you all right?” 

The cloud of stringy blonde hair in his face lifted until Chloe and 
he were practically nose-to-nose. Her hair was tangled and wild. Her 
bottom lip bled lightly from biting it too hard during the collision. 
Nolan examined Chloe’s face and trembling body carefully; other than 
the bleeding lip, she looked okay. 

Chloe took a deep breath. “I’m fine. I’m fine.” She studied Nolan’s 
face, noticing a small, bruised welt on his forehead. 

“T’m fine, too,” Nolan said. 

Students were filing out the back of the bus one after the other. 
One would jump from the rear exit ledge, hit the pavement and run, 
and then another would follow suit. 

The front end of the vehicle was hazy with smoke that had seeped 
in from the smoldering engine. When Nolan leaned forward he could 
see short bursts of orange flames. They nipped and crackled just 
beyond the shattered windshield. 

Ned was pinned between the steering wheel and the driver’s seat; 
the steering wheel had impaled him during the collision. Despite the 
cavernous hole in his chest, Ned writhed and howled. His arms flailed 
around in all directions, a radio handset still firmly in his clutch. By 
all accounts and observations that Nolan could make, Ned should have 
been dead: there were shards of windshield protruding from bleeding 
wounds in his face, a steering wheel that had pushed clean through 
his upper body, and his organs were strewn about the dashboard in 
front of him. And yet there Ned sat, convulsing; his face twisted in 
anguish while he chomped aimlessly at the air around him. 

Nolan’s fingers turned icy and he began to feel nauseous. Tunnel 
vision set in. He took three deep breaths and turned back to Chloe; he 
was certain that if he looked in the direction of Ned any longer he 
would become sick. 

Nolan held Chloe’s face and said, “We’re going to get off the bus 
now, okay?” Chloe looked too frightened to move. “Don’t look at 


anything.” 

An agonizing yell burst from the front of the bus. 

“What was that?” Chloe said. Her eyes were wet with tears. 

Nolan looked up and over the seat in front of him. Britney Miller 
had pinned David Kline, the source of the howl, against a window. 
Frantically, she tore at his shoulder with her teeth. Where Britney’s 
right arm should have been was nothing but a grisly, mangled stump. 

“It’s nothing,” Nolan said, after taking a gulp of air. “It’s nothing, 
but just—don’t look.” 

Chloe was shuddering. 

“Let’s go, you first. Stand up.” Nolan stood, helped Chloe to her 
feet, and kept her turned around towards the back of the bus as best 
he could. Most of the other students had already fled. 

Chloe jumped out of the back of the bus first. Her feet landed on 
the pavement with a soft thud. Nolan followed close behind. 

Free of the bus, Nolan saw his gym teacher, Coach Hysom, fast 
approaching the wrecked vehicle. A crowd of teachers and faculty had 
formed in front of the school, and the sound of sirens grew louder in 
the distance. 

“How many are in there?” Coach Hysom said, while he helped 
Nolan and Chloe away from the bus. 

“A few,” Nolan replied. “You have to stay away from them.” 

Coach Hysom gave Nolan a puzzled look. 

“T don’t—I don’t know how to explain it,” Nolan said. His face 
drooped with confusion. “They’re not themselves. They’re angry.” 

“All right. Both of you get inside.” Coach Hysom pointed to the 
front entrance of the high school and pulled himself aboard the bus 
through the rear emergency exit. Nolan walked Chloe towards the 
crowd of faculty waiting in front of the school. 

The cabin of the bus had filled with thick, dark layers of smoke. 
Coach had to pull the front of his polo shirt over his mouth to keep 
from inhaling it. The thought to wait for the sirens fast approaching in 
the distance never crossed his mind; in no time the bus would be 
swallowed by flames, and it was up to him to make sure any one left 
aboard made it out safely before help arrived. 

Through the smoke and shadows Coach could make out three 
figures near the front of the bus. He took each step carefully, holding 
the top of each seat for balance as he passed them. The smoke stung 
his eyes, making him squint. 

“Come on, follow me out the back,” Coach said. His bulky, 
rectangular glasses slid down his nose from the sweat forming on his 
face. 

None of the shadowy figures responded. 

“Come on,” he said, placing his hand on the shoulder of a figure. 


Quickly the figure turned and lunged at him through the haze, 
knocking him onto the floor. The figure fell with him, clawing and 
scratching as the two tumbled downward. Their faces practically 
touching, Coach could distinguish through the haze that the student 
who toppled into him was David Kline. David’s eyes darted around in 
their sockets, his mouth drooled, and there was an eerie wildness to 
his movements. 

“Get off me, David,” Coach grunted. He pushed upwards on the 
stocky boy. David ignored Coach’s plea and continued to moan and 
swing his arms, scratching Coach’s face with considerable force. Coach 
recoiled, holding a hand over his cheek where David had struck him. 
While holding his face, he could see a second figure materialize 
behind them in the smoke. 

It was Britney Miller, and she seemed almost overjoyed by David 
and Coach’s encounter. With her one remaining arm she alternated 
between slapping the seat beside her and tearing out clumps of her 
own hair, grinning and hopping in place as she did so. 

Coach panicked and kicked David off of him. The boy bowled 
backwards and knocked Britney down as he stumbled. There was a 
loud crack from the front of the bus, where the heat of the flames had 
become so intense it started to splinter the remaining pieces of 
windshield. 

With a grunt Coach jumped to his feet and dashed out the back of 
the bus. After landing on the ground, he turned behind him to watch 
as his attackers lurched closer and closer. 

Taking a deep breath of fresh air, Coach glanced to his left and to 
his right. Nolan, Chloe, and the rest of the students on the bus had 
been escorted inside. 

“I’m sorry,” Coach mouthed to Britney and David. He slammed 
the emergency exit door shut, locking them inside. He took a step 
back from the vehicle. Inside, the figures hissed from behind the rear 
window. They beat their heads wildly against the glass. 

In a matter of moments a blaze had enveloped the vehicle, 
swallowing it whole and without mercy. Britney caught fire first. With 
an expression of pure terror and rage on her face, she tore at her 
mouth, ripping pieces of her lip off. Not once did she break eye 
contact with Coach through the rear window. David dropped beside 
her, and for a moment Coach could hear him rattling the latch to the 
emergency exit door. 

The rattling stopped as flames engulfed nearly every inch of the 
bus. One by one, the tires of the bus hissed and popped. Plumes of 
ashy smoke rose into the air. 

Coach Hysom dropped to the curb, exhausted, and watched the 
smoldering wreckage burn. 


“Forgive me.” 

He pulled the front of his polo shirt up to wipe the dirt and sweat 
from his face. When the cloth dropped back down, Coach noticed a 
splat of blood smeared across it. 

“My face,” he said, running his fingers over the swollen gash on 
his cheek. 

A caravan of emergency vehicles converged around the bus. 
Firemen quickly ran a hose into a nearby hydrant, then started to blast 
the bus with a powerful spray of water. A helicopter whirled directly 
overhead. Two figures in yellow hazmat suits leapt out of a boxy, 
black van and approached Coach Hysom where he sat. 

Nolan watched Coach from the tall, glass doors of Henderson 
High’s front entrance. The figures in yellow dragged his gym teacher 
from the curb and into the dark van they had emerged from. As soon 
as the doors shut, the black van sped off. 

“Why is this happening?” he asked. 

Chloe stood behind her friend, her hands on her hips. “I don’t 
know.” 

Principal Chaplik started to pace back and forth breathlessly 
behind Nolan and Chloe. The pudgy man loosened his tie and walked 
between the two high schoolers as an officer outside approached the 
front doors. 

“You two get to the nurse’s office,” Chaplik said. 

“Yeah, we’re fine, thanks for asking,” Chloe said. 

Nolan ignored his chubby principal and continued to look on 
despondently at the scene unfolding before them. “Where are they 
taking him?” 

“Hey,” Chaplik said, annoyed at having to repeat himself. “I want 
everyone that was on that bus in the nurse’s office. Now.” 

Chaplik opened the door for the fast approaching officer and let 
him inside. Chloe recognized him immediately. 

“Mr. Blankenship?” she asked. 

“Chloe,” the officer said, walking through the front doors. “How 
are you?” 

“Tm really not okay, but ’m okay. I’m not hurt, I mean. I just 
want to know—where’s my dad?” 

“In town, dealing with something. It’s, uh...it’s been a busy day, 
kid.” 

“I need you to get him here.” Chloe held up her arm and shook 
her iPhone in her palm. “My texts aren’t going through.” 

“Like I said, Chloe. Busy day. All hands on deck, you know? He’s 
fine, but he’s busy right now.” 

“I don’t care if he’s busy,” Chloe said. “Radio him, call him, 
whatever.” 


“Both of you, to the nurse’s office, now. I’m not going to ask 
again,” Chaplik said. 

“Yeah? Or what?” Nolan asked. 

“IT would do what you’re told, buddy,” Blankenship said. He raised 
his eyebrows at Nolan. 

“Whatever,” Nolan said, and he turned away from the two. Chloe 
followed behind him, and the pair headed towards the nurse’s station. 

Chaplik hollered down the hall. “Don’t think what happened this 
morning excuses that mouth of yours, Mr. Fischer. You just booked 
yourself a seat in detention for all of next week.” 


There weren’t enough cots and chairs in the nurse’s office for 
everyone to have their own seat, so Chloe and Nolan sat together on 
the floor in the furthest corner of the room. The school nurse, Miss 
Lowell, shuffled throughout the room, doing the best she could to 
dispense bandages and aspirin to the dozen or so passengers of bus 
thirty-three. 

Jared Moore sat down next to Chloe and said, “Thank you. For 
what you did back there.” 

Chloe looked confused. “For what?” 

“You know. For opening the door.” 

Chloe was so stirred, so turned around by the bus crash that she 
nearly forgot what she had done. In fleeting glimpses, she could still 
see Alicia tumbling through the air before colliding with a windshield. 

“It’s kind of a fucked up thing to thank someone for, yeah?” Chloe 
said. She whimpered. Tears welled up in the corner of her eyes. 

Jared could not understand Chloe’s lack of appreciation. “She was 
like, about to eat us, dude. You don’t feel bad about it, do you?” he 
asked. 

Nolan interjected. “You did what you had to do. None of us knew 
what to do.” 

“What happened to her?” Chloe murmured. She wiped a smudge 
of makeup away from the corner of her eye. 

“It’s all over the news, man,” Jared said. “There’s, like, some kind 
of—I don’t know what they’re calling it—virus going around. It’s 
making people go crazy.” 

“And Alicia had it?” Chloe asked. 

“Shit. Beats me. I guess so,” Jared said. “Why else would we all be 
in here? They’re isolating us, man.” 

“Jared,” Nolan said, “we’re in the nurse’s office because we were 
just in a bus accident.” 

“Whatever,” Jared said. “I’ve been texting Kimmy Thompson since 
I got off the bus. She’s locked up in her homeroom. Everyone is locked 
in their homeroom. Whole school’s on lockdown, but we’re stuck here 


—why? Because we were on the same bus as that crazy bitch.” 

Nolan stood up and sighed. “Whatever you say, Jare. I gotta’ piss.” 

“I’m coming with you,” Chloe said. 

“Bathroom action, huh? Nice, nice,” Jared said. He smirked 
dumbly at Chloe and Nolan. 

“T need a drink of water, asshole,” Chloe said. 

Nolan and Chloe walked to the front of the small, cramped, room, 
careful not to trip over anyone. 

“T need the restroom,” Nolan said bluntly. 

“No one’s leaving the station,” Nurse Lowell said. She didn’t 
bother to raise her eyes. The nurse was busy wrapping a strip of gauze 
around Kevin Dobb’s wrist. 

“What happened to you?” Chloe asked. 

“IT scraped it,” Kevin said. He snapped a piece of gum in his 
mouth. 

“T can stand here and piss myself, then,” Nolan said. 

Nurse Lowell laughed. “Given this morning’s circumstances, Mr. 
Fischer, I’m going to let that one slide. Sit.” 

Nolan stayed put. 

Nurse Lowell looked up from Kevin’s arm. “If I let you go, will you 
cut the crap for the rest of the time I have you?” 

“Sure,” Nolan said. 

“Fine. Use the one just across the hall. I'll be watching.” 

Nolan walked out of the nurse’s office and Chloe trailed behind. 

“Oh, and where do you think you’re going, Miss Whiteman?” 

“T need a sip of water.” 

“Do you think I was born yesterday?” Nurse Lowell said, sounding 
amused. 

“What?” Chloe said. “I’m thirsty.” 

“You can use my water cooler.” 

“Fine,” Chloe said. She grabbed a small paper cup of water before 
she returned to her corner of the room, defeated. 

Nolan walked across the hall and into the men’s room, quickly 
took care of business, then spun around to head back to the nurse’s 
station. Before he turned the corner to leave the lavatory, he stopped, 
realizing that he could hear voices down the hall. They were hushed 
and echoed off the walls, but if Nolan stayed perfectly still, he could 
understand them. 

“We can’t use the word ‘quarantine, 
sounded like Principal Chaplik. 

“Then keep using ‘lockdown,”” someone replied. Nolan couldn’t be 
certain, but if he had to guess, it was the officer that Chloe knew. 
Blankenship. “I won’t tell you how to do your job, but all those kids 
have cell phones. Reception’s poor, sure, but any one of them can use 
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the first voice said. It 


Google and know what’s going on out there.” 

Chaplik said, “They’ll riot if we call it a quarantine.” 

“And they won’t if you call it a lockdown?” 

The voices paused. 

“How many more officers are on the way?” 

Nolan heard Blankenship chuckle. 

“T’m the only one.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Chaplik said loudly. 

“We’re spread thin right now, Mr. Chaplik.” Blankenship drew a 
sharp breath. “Fire crews are headed back out in a moment, and my 
partner is on his way to a call in town.” 

“How bad is it?” 

“Tt’s not good.” 

“Jesus,” Chaplik said with a stutter. “What is it? Is it terrorists?” 

“If it is, no one’s taking responsibility for it.” 

“Well then, what?” 

“No one has a clue right now.” 

“People are eating each other in the streets, and no one has a clue 
why?” Chaplik asked. 

“We don’t’ know how it’s spreading—whether it’s through air, 
through water, through one-on-one contact with those infected. We 
just don’t know. Our best bet is having everyone stay put in small 
groups—we can manage this.” 

“My ass we can.” Chaplik snorted. “Half of our faculty didn’t show 
up this morning—apparently the half that watch the morning news. 
Maybe with a teacher in each room we could, but right now I’ve got 
fifty kids in rooms designed for twenty-five. They’re getting restless.” 

“Then what do you suggest we do?” 

“Move them all to the cafeteria. That’s what my emergency 
guidebook says to do in situations like this.” 

Blankenship laughed. “I can guarantee that book wasn’t written 
with situations like this in mind. What if one of them turns ill in that 
wide, open cafeteria of yours? You’ve already lost one bus driver, 
three students, and word came back that your gym teacher tested 
positive. This thing moves fast.” 

“Then we'll deal with it then. But I want to be able to see them all 
at once. I want them all to have their own seat, at least, for Christ’s 
sake.” 

“You're the principal, it’s your call. If I were you, I would keep the 
ones on the bus in the nurse’s station for a while longer, though.” 

“Fine. I'll go make the announcement—” 

Nolan felt a hand yank at his hoodie. 

“Hey, get your hands off of me,” he said. He swatted his hands 
around and stumbled backwards. 


“IT thought you may have fallen in, Mr. Fischer,” Nurse Lowell 
said. She didn’t look pleased. “Let’s go.” 

The petite nurse grabbed Nolan by his sleeve and escorted him 
across the hall and back to her office. After they returned, Nolan went 
back to his corner with Chloe, who was in tears. 

“God, Nolan, where have you been?” Chloe asked with a sob. 

“I got caught up with something. What’s wrong?” 

Chloe sniffled. “My dad hasn’t texted me back yet. And these news 
reports, and videos, oh God—it’s awful, Nolan. It’s happening all over 
New York.” 

Chloe extended her arm and held her cell phone close to Nolan’s 
face. An image of the New York City skyline panned across the screen; 
smoke rose from several buildings. The camera changed to show a 
street clogged with cars and people running. 

Nolan said, “Your dad is fine. We’re fine. We’re going to be fine.” 

“They’re talking about evacuations. They’re already trying to 
evacuate parts of the city, and—I’m not leaving without my dad. My 
dad’s out there somewhere, dealing with all of this.” Chloe’s voice had 
rose so loud that a couple of girls chatting nearby turned to give her a 
dirty look. 

“We'll get to him. Don’t worry. We’re sure as hell not staying here. 
This place is a ticking time bomb.” 

On the other end of the room, Nurse Lowell hung up her phone. 
“An announcement is going to come over the speakers soon telling us 
to all meet in the cafeteria—ignore it.” 

“Why?” Jared hollered from his chair. 

“We’ve been told to remain here,” Nurse Lowell said sternly. 

“Says who?” Jared groaned. “Principal ass chaps?” 

Nurse Lowell slammed her hand down on her desk. “That’s 
enough. I know that it’s been a hard day and there’s a lot of confusion, 
but that doesn’t give you all an open invitation to be disrespectful 
wise-asses.” Nurse Lowell covered her mouth quick, shocked by her 
own profanity. 

Kevin Dobbs sat on one of the nurse’s beds and scanned the room. 
“Wait a second—where are Britney and David?” 

Rachel Epps yelled “Hey” from a corner opposite of Kevin before 
anyone could give him an answer. “I just got off the phone with my 
mom. She’s trying to pick me up, and she said there’s a cop out there 
who isn’t letting her through?” 

“So what?” Nurse Lowell said. 

“So, um, shouldn’t you be able to do something about that?” 
Rachel asked. 

Nurse Lowell said, “Do I look like a cop? Do I look like I direct 
traffic?” 


“Hey, lady,” Jared hollered, “you gotta’ let us out if our parents 
are outside, trying to pick us up. It’s like, in the constitution.” 

“Shut your mouth, Jared,” Nurse Lowell fumed. “You don’t dare 
refer to me as ‘lady’"—” 

“This is bullshit,” another girl exclaimed from across the room. 
“Total bullshit.” 

The room erupted into arguing and yelling. 

Nolan and Chloe sat together in their corner, staying out of the 
fray. 

“My dad will know what to do,” Chloe said, staring down at her 
cell phone screen. Her hands trembled. “I'll keep trying to get a hold 
of him. He’ll know what to do...he’ll know what to do.” 


SIX 


The only sound between Dana and the lonely road ahead of her was 
the dull buzz of her car’s engine. Her Prius hummed and whizzed 
down Pigeon Hill as it approached the outskirts of East Violet below. 

Dana’s driving was cautious and careful; the accident in town she 
witnessed earlier left her rattled. She treated every intersection she 
passed as if a police car may materialize from thin air. 

Each time Dana blinked, or took a moment to shut her eyes at a 
stop light, the ghastly image outside of Henderson High would 
reappear. Two small legs, almost neatly crossed, with two clean white 
stockings, save for a drop or two of blood. The way they led up to a 
skirt, to where the rest of a body should be. Dana hadn’t seen 
anything nearly as gory in a scary movie, let alone in real life. It left a 
sour knot tugging deep inside of her stomach. 

Almost home, Dana thought. 

She couldn’t wait to cuddle up on her couch with Elliott. Maybe 
instead of hawking over her iPad and the morning news, she would 
nuke a cup of hot chocolate and watch The Price is Right. Something, 
anything, to take her mind off of the Coopers down the street or the 
stray legs on the pavement outside her school. No, it would just be her 
and Elliott shouting the price of canned yams at her television set. 

Whump-whump, whump-whump, whump-whump...a helicopter 
passing overhead snapped Dana out of her daytime television 
daydream. Up ahead, blocking the road into town, was a wall of 
police cruisers and SUV’s. 

Dana braked, slowed her car down to a crawl, and approached the 
road block. Within moments a fat, older officer, nearly busting out of 
his uniform and vest, waddled towards Dana’s window. He waved his 
hand in a plunging motion, signaling for Dana to roll her window 
down. 

Dana pressed a plastic switch on her door, and the car window 
slid down. 

The officer grumbled, “Ma’am, I can’t let you through unless you 
live in town.” 

“Oh, sure, sure.” Dana fiddled through the briefcase on her 
passenger seat and pulled out a clutch. “I live just over on Oak.” 

“That’s great. I’m gonna’ hafta’ see some I.D. saying so.” 

“Well, of course. That’s what I’m doing, I mean. I’m looking for it 
right now.” Dana dug clumsily through the clutch. She flicked past 
credit cards, receipts, and chewing gum wrappers. Her stomach sank 
when she finally came across her license. It had been three years since 
Dana finished graduate school and moved to East Violet, and she 


never bothered to update the address on her license. She plucked the 
license out of her clutch and handed it to the officer anyway. 

“This here says Albany. You know you’re in East Violet, right?” 

“Of course, officer, it’s just that—” 

“This is no good, I can’t let you through with this.” 

“Can you please let me explain?” Dana asked. 

The officer gave a silent nod. 

“I live in the Raintree Village complex on Oak. Number 505. I 
teach English at Henderson High. Where the bus accident is? You 
must know about it. I raced over there this morning and there’s a 
roadblock at the school, too. The officer there would not let me into 
work, and instructed me to go home—which is this way. I just want to 
get home.” 

“Is that so?” the officer said, before grunting. He turned his head 
to the side and launched a hocked up piece of phlegm, or chewing 
tobacco. Dana couldn’t tell which. “How long has it been since you 
moved here from Albany?” 

Dana looked perplexed. “What does that have to do with 
anything?” she asked. She was livid. 

“Just answer the question, ma’am.” 

“Two years. Maybe three, next summer.” 

“Mhm,” the officer said. “You know that, in the state of New York, 
you’ve got ten days after moving to notify the DMV of an address 
change?” 

Dana was losing all of her patience. “Are you really lecturing me 
on this right now? What on earth is going on in town? What is 
happening, why can’t I go home?” 

“Miss, I’m not trying to be an asshole about this,” the officer said. 
“Tm really not. But, I’ve got strict orders—no one in, no one out. 
There’s been some trouble in town, as I’m sure you’re aware of, and 
we’ve been instructed to put a citywide quarantine into effect.” 

“Quarantine?” 

The officer nodded. “Do you have any family you can stay with?” 

“Not nearby,” Dana said. “There’s, like, fifty of you standing 
around the road here. Can’t one of you escort me home? I can show 
you a copy of my lease or something. I can show you the key to my 
front door!” 

The officer shook his head. “I can’t. If you want to wait, I can 
have one of my men bring you down to the station in a bit. We can 
run your finger prints, make sure you are who you say you are—” 

“Run my fingerprints?” Dana was seething. She started to drum 
her fingers on her steering wheel in a frenzied beat. 

“Ma’am,” the officer said with a chuckle, “by your own admission, 
you don’t have valid identification.” 


“Valid identification,” Dana muttered, and she shifted her car into 
reverse. “Un-fucking-believable.” 

The cop put his hand on his hip. “I don’t have time for this shit, 
lady. Are we going to have a problem here?” 

“No problem at all,” Dana said, flooring the accelerator. “Pig.” 

“Hey,” the officer hollered, and he stomped towards her car. Dana 
had already spun around and pointed the vehicle once again towards 
Henderson High. She watched the officer wave his hands in frustration 
from her rearview mirror, then zoomed off. 


Dana made it as far as the Xtra Mart gas station before she had to pull 
over to regain her composure. She pulled into a parking spot in front 
of the shop and put her head and hands on the steering wheel. The 
thought of driving out to Albany crossed her mind. She could stay 
with her mom until all of this—whatever “this” was—blew over. That 
thought was quickly replaced by an image of Elliott alone in her 
apartment. It was easy to imagine him scared, hungry, and making a 
mess of her carpets. Maybe she could call her neighbor, Shelby, and 
ask her to check up on the pup. But that thought wasn’t comforting, 
either. It was more than just missing Elliott. Dana wanted to be home. 

It was then that Dana noticed the chain link fence beside the Xtra 
Mart. It boxed out a dusty slab of pavement where the gas station’s 
dumpster was located. Just beyond the dumpster was a patch of tall 
grass on a small hill, and just past the small hill were train tracks. 
Train tracks that cut directly into East Violet. 

Dana licked her lip and studied the terrain. It wouldn’t be easy. A 
thin drainage ditch ran perpendicular to the road and all the way back 
to where the tracks should be, so there was no cutting around the left 
of the fence. On the right of the gas station was a body shop, and a 
concrete wall blocking the way. If only I could get through that fence, 
Dana thought. 

Dana got out of the car, adjusted her scarf and dress, and 
confidently approached the front door of the convenience store. If I 
ask nicely and explain what’s going on, I’m sure someone will help. 

She opened the front door of the Xtra Mart. A bell on the door 
dinged, and— 

“Hold it right there,” a voice commanded from a register just 
within the doorway. “Don’t move. I’ll shoot.” 

“Holy shit,” Dana cried. Her hands flailed upwards and she 
dropped her keys. Behind the register a young, pimply faced kid was 
holding a revolver. He kept it aimed directly at her face. 

“Miss...Miss Nacaratto?” the cashier asked. “Whoa.” 

Dana’s heart was beating out of her chest. The cashier lowered his 
weapon to his side. 


“What...what? How do you know my name?” 

“T’m Nicky. Nicky Moore. You remember me? I, uh, failed out of 
your senior composition class last year.” 

“Okay,” Dana said. She swallowed hard. “Nicky.” 

The cashier nodded. 

“Are we okay here, Nicky?” 

“Yeah, are you?” 

Dana bent down and picked up her keys. “Aside from having a 
gun pointed in my face, and being told I can’t go home, yes. I’m fine.” 
She could feel the blood returning to her hands and feet. The 
lightheaded feeling that had crept up on her was starting to subside. 

“T’m sorry I scared you, Miss Nacaratto. Can’t be too careful, you 
know?” 

Dana just blinked. 

“There’s been a bunch’a trouble at our other store, the one in 
Riverside. My manager’s there now. Looting and fights and stuff. 
You’re the first customer I’ve had in quite a while, and with all this 
stuff on the news, I just thought....” 

“Yeah, sure,” Dana said. “The road is blocked off by the school, 
and down the road at the start of Maple. So, I wouldn’t expect too 
many customers, Nicky.” Dana sighed. “Can you help me with 
something?” 

“Of course, it’s the least I can do,” Nicky said with a smirk. 

“Can you open up the fence to your dumpster?” 

“Uh, I guess. Why?” 

“It’s a long story. The cops up ahead won’t let me back into town, 
and I really need to get home. I’m going to follow the tracks back to 
my place.” 

“Huh. Yeah, all right. Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 

“It might not be,” Dana admitted. “But there’s one roadblock 
keeping me from my job, and one keeping me from going home, 
leaving me stuck in the middle of this Godforsaken road. And I mean 
absolutely no offense by this, but I really don’t wish to spend the rest 
of my day stuck in the East Violet Xtra Mart.” 

Nicky smiled and hopped out from behind the register. “Do what 
you gotta’ do, right?” He clumsily tucked his gun into his front jean 
pocket. The door of the shop chimed as the two walked outside and 
towards the fence. 

“You’re gonna’ go off roading in that?” Nicky asked, raising his 
eyebrows at the Prius parked in front of the store. 

“Tt’s my only option, so. Yeah.” 

Nicky pulled a key ring from a front shirt pocket. “It really 
wouldn’t be a bother if you stayed here, for now. Just so you know.” 
Nicky flicked a plastic name tag on his shirt. “I’m the assistant 


manager, I can make these decisions. I know you wanna’ get on your 
way but we’ve got food, water, a bathroom—” 

“That’s tempting, Nicky—and I thank you—but I really want to 
get back home.” 

Nicky jammed a key into the padlock on the fence, then rolled a 
wide section of fence outward. It opened up the space where a 
garbage truck would normally back in to collect the dumpster. 

“Well, good luck I guess,” Nicky said. “You know, I couldn’t say it 
back then because it would be all—weird, and stuff—but you were the 
prettiest teacher I had at that shitty school.” 

“Gee,” Dana said, half-smiling. “Thanks.” 

“Hey, be careful out there,” Nicky said, and he winked at his 
former teacher. Dana shuddered and marched back to her car. 

She clicked a button on her key ring, unlocking her doors, then 
plopped into the driver’s seat and started the car. The vehicle purred 
to life and Dana drove forward slowly. She gave Nicky an 
uncomfortable wave as she slipped by him, narrowly squeezing 
between the fence and the dumpster. 

Dana was thankful that her car was small enough to maneuver 
into the lot behind the Xtra Mart. An inch or two wider and she might 
have scraped the right side of her car or slid into the drainage ditch on 
her left. Once in the lot, there was a wide open clearing between her 
and the grassy hillside ahead. She clutched the steering wheel firmly 
and accelerated. The tall blades of wild grass bowed before her as she 
plowed through. 

It’s working, she thought. I can’t believe it’s working. 

The car wobbled in all directions as it conquered the uneven 
ground beneath it. Just before she reached the small slope that led up 
to the train tracks, the front of the car dropped with a startling gshh. 

“Dammit, dammit, dammit,” Dana muttered, stomping the 
accelerator. The front tires whirred and spun, flinging giant, gloopy 
splotches of mud and water up on either side of her. She had hit a 
puddle of mud that was lurking in the tall grass, and she was stuck. 

Dana punched the center of her steering wheel out of aggravation, 
and the car let out a quick honk. 

Honk-honk, a louder, deeper honk boomed from behind her. 

Dana looked up and saw a colossal pickup truck approaching in 
her rearview mirror. Behind the wheel was Nicky Moore. 

Nicky parked close behind Dana before jumping out of the truck’s 
cabin. He approached her window and leaned forward. 

Dana rolled her window down. Chunks of greasy, caked on mud 
slid off as the glass glided into the door. 

“Well. You got about as far as I thought you would.” Nicky 
grinned a big, toothy grin. “I’ll give you a push. Keep your tires 


pointed straight, okay?” 

Dana didn’t have time to object before Nicky was back in his 
truck. She worried about the back of her car getting damaged. 

The pickup chugged forward slowly, until its chrome bumper was 
pressed firmly against the back of Dana’s Prius. With an awful 
grinding sound, both vehicles pushed forward, until Dana was atop 
the slight slope and on the train tracks. 

Nicky parked his truck behind Dana and walked back up to her 
door. 

“Thanks for that, Nicky, but I better go. If a train came—” 

“Eh, shucks. Trains back here only pass through at night.” 

“Okay, still, I better go.” 

Nicky leaned forward, both hands on Dana’s door. “What’s the 
rush?” 

“The rush, Nicky, is the fact that there’s a city-wide quarantine in 
effect, and I need to be home. Safely.” 

Dana didn’t like how Nicky was looking at her. 

“Might be thinking that you owe me a bit of thanks for helping 
you out,” Nicky said. 

Dana slowly pressed her door open and stepped out, until she was 
squeezed between Nicky and the side of her car. 

“You know, Nicky, I couldn’t say this back then—because, it 
would have been all weird and stuff, but...” Dana reeled her hand 
back and slapped Nicky across the face. “You were one of the worst 
students I’ve ever had. A real nightmare, kid.” 

Nicky recoiled and took a few steps backwards. His face turned 
red. 

“You think I owe you something? For being a decent human 
being?” 

Nicky was already climbing back into his truck. “Whatever, 
bitch.” 

“Yeah, get out of here, asshole. Go repeat senior year for the third 
time.” 

The pickup truck thundered to life and turned around, kicking up 
dirt and mud as it flew back towards the gas station. It bounced over 
the drainage ditch and into the Xtra Mart’s parking lot before 
stopping. Dana held her middle finger up the entire time. 

She hopped back into her car and shifted it into drive. Cautiously, 
she guided the Prius atop the train tracks. This day has been unreal. 

With her car aligned atop the tracks Dana sped forward, until her 
car vanished between the trees on either side of the tracks. The gas 
station, and its attendant, were now completely out of sight. 

For several minutes, the daring plan went off without a hitch. Her 
car bounced along the tracks and after a while Dana stopped holding 


the steering wheel with such a tight, nervous grip. 

Eventually, however, she had to stop. There was no light in her 
rearview mirror, no distant train whistle, but the fate ahead of her 
seemed just as helpless. There was a narrow bridge in front of her, 
only fifty yards or so long, but the wooden planks of the overpass 
were spaced far enough apart that Dana wondered if her small tires 
wouldn’t fall right through. On either side of the bridge were steep 
drops that led down to a shallow creek. 

Dana let out a sigh. The only way forward was straight across. 

Thoughtfully, she maneuvered the front tires of her tiny car onto 
the start of the bridge. She applied the slightest bit of pressure to her 
accelerator and hummed forward, her tires thudding between each 
wooden plank. She gave the car a bit more gas and proceeded, the car 
rising as the tires pushed to the next plank. 

Dana continued this method, inching forward plank by plank, 
until her rear wheels hit the bridge, too. That was when the true 
challenge began. With both the front and rear wheels resting between 
the gaps in planks, the car sat much lower to the rails than before. 

Dana pressed on, but each time the car rose between planks it 
slammed back down, and the underside of the car scraped on the 
railway. Plank by plank the car rose and fell, screeching on the rails as 
it did so. After a few harrowing moments, Dana had crossed. 

She continued driving forward, following the tracks, until the 
thicket of pine and maple trees on either side of her had receded. Not 
far up ahead were signs of town. 

Dana could see a used car lot in the distance. She couldn’t be sure, 
but from the looks of it, it was the same one that sat at the end of 
Washington Street, near the commercial district in town. Her car 
sputtered forward and creaked a bit from the stressful bridge 
encounter. She rolled undetected past the side of the dealership and 
then into the customer parking lot, before buzzing up onto 
Washington Street and into town. 

“Heck yes,” Dana whispered, patting the dashboard of her car. Her 
palm still stung from smacking Nicky. 

After continuing down Washington Street, Dana came to a stop 
and a line of traffic. It was the intersection where she witnessed the 
cop car crash into the maroon sedan earlier. Though the wrecked 
vehicles were still present, their occupants were not. 

A cop in a reflective, orange vest was directing traffic with a 
glowing wand. Dana sat in the jam for ten minutes before it was her 
turn to pass through the intersection. When at last her car was at the 
front of the line, the cop motioned her to continue on, aggravated that 
Dana wasn’t going fast enough. 

Sure you don’t want to check my license first? Dana wondered to 


herself. 

Dana’s Prius sputtered into the Raintree Village parking lot. She 
drove into her usual spot, parked, grabbed her briefcase, and hopped 
out of the car. As badly as she wanted to run inside, she could not 
resist walking around the outside of her car to inspect whatever 
damage had occurred. 

“That’s not good,” she said. The front bumper was crumpled and 
scratched. There were dings all along her front, passenger side door. 
The back bumper was dented and scarred from Nicky Moore’s 
assistance at the gas station. 

It wasn’t enough to be upset about. It was just a car, after all. 
Dana was just thankful to be home. She raced up the steps of her 
building and swung open her front door. Elliot waited inside, wagging 
his tail back and forth. He gave his owner a curious look, unsure of 
what she was doing home at such an unusual time. 

“My bubby,” Dana said. She leaned down and scratched Elliott’s 
head. “I’ve never been happier to see you.” 

“If you’ve just tuned in with us, please be warned that some of 
what you see may be disturbing or graphic....” In her rush out the 
door earlier, Dana had left her television set on. 

“Enough of this,” Dana said. She plopped onto her couch with 
Elliot and picked up her remote control. “What else is on?” 

Dana thumbed the remote control and changed the TV to the next 
channel. News. Again she clicked. News. She flipped over to MTV, 
then C-SPAN, then a home improvement channel. Each one was 
superseded by a news broadcast. 

“What...” Dana mumbled, changing the television back to channel 
five. Images of New York City flashed back and forth—in Battery Park, 
in the streets, on rooftops, in shops, people attacking one another. 
Clawing at each other. Biting. Grabbing. Chewing. 

Dana clutched a pillow and watched as a ticker at the bottom of 
the screen repeated the words “boil water advisory in effect for all of 
Orange, Rockland, New York and Suffolk Counties....” 

She picked up her phone to call her mother in Albany, to see how 
she was doing, to maybe get advice on what she should do next. Her 
father lived in Wyoming, but she could call him, too. And there was 
her younger sister, Mia, a freshman at Dana’s alma mater back in 
Albany. Suddenly, and all at once, Dana had an overwhelming urge to 
be close to her family, even if it was only through a phone call. 

With a swipe of her thumb, her cell phone screen unlocked. She 
opened her contacts, scrolled down to “Dad,” and tapped call. The 
phone tried to dial, then immediately dropped the connection. 

Dana read the text on her cell phone screen out loud to herself. 
“No service—Emergency calls only.” 


SEVEN 


Jim opened his eyes and blinked a few times, his surroundings 
blurred. When the room around him came into focus, he realized that 
he was no longer in the dark chamber he awoke in earlier. Gone now 
were the plastic sheets draped from the walls and the tight leather 
bounds keeping his arms strapped to his hospital bed. Instead he sat in 
a traditional care unit, which he had all to himself. The room was 
painted a bright pastel blue, and a window to the left of him gave an 
exceptional view of the bleak sky outside. 

He stretched his legs. Jim could feel that the leg straps were gone, 
too. He patted his body, relieved by the sudden sense of freedom. 
Maybe he hadn’t realized just how badly of a claustrophobe he was 
before today, Jim thought. 

Jim turned his head towards the window, his face warmed by 
whatever rays of sun could penetrate the dreary clouds above; he was 
thrilled to have a view and be out of the dark room he’d awoken in 
earlier. 

While looking out the window, Jim noticed a short rolling table 
had been pulled up beside him. Atop it was a pint sized water bottle 
and a note. 

“Please ring when you wake up,” the note read, with a hastily 
drawn smiley face at the end where a period should be. Jim patted the 
blankets on either side of him. He found a white hunk of plastic 
connected to the bed by a long, curly cord. He fumbled the plastic 
around and found a set of buttons: up and down, for the bed, and two 
call buttons, one for emergencies and one for non. 

Jim thumbed the non-emergency button and expected some delay, 
but quite quickly a woman came shuffling into the room from the hall 
outside. She was short, petite, and very cute, Jim thought. Her 
shoulder length hair bobbed with each step, and Jim caught himself 
staring a bit too long at her lips. With a thin layer of gloss, they 
glimmered beneath the fluorescent lights. 

“Hey sleepy head,” the nurse said. She greeted Jim with a smile. 

“You’re, uh...you are...” 

“Sherri,” the nurse said. 

“Of course. I almost didn’t recognize you without your astronaut 
suit.” 

“Oh, that. Yeah. I was moved out of quarantine after your tests 
came back clear. They needed more nurses on the general floor. Some 
of the staff on the last shift were nearing twenty-four hours and 
needed relief.” As Sherri spoke she monitored a stack of machines and 
screens beside Jim’s bed. 


“Busy morning, huh?” Jim asked with a stupid smile. 

“That would be the understatement of the century, but yes.” 
Sherri walked over to the opposite side of Jim’s hospital bed. She 
placed her hand on the part of Jim’s wrist where his IV entered. Her 
hands were soft and cold. 

“Hey, what’s that over there?” Sherri said, motioning her head 
towards the doorway. Jim spun his head around to look, and just as 
he did he felt a quick sting snap away from his wrist. By the time he 
turned back, Sherri was already pressing a piece of gauze against the 
area of skin where the needle had just been. 

“What was that for?” Jim asked, a bit upset. “You could have 
given me a warning.” 

“Oh, please,” Sherri laughed. “You cop types are all the same. It’s 
all ‘protect and serve’ and ‘guns’ and ‘rah rah rah’ until a little 
butterfly needle gets waved in front of your face.” Sherri was grinning 
ear to ear. “Sorry for the deceit, but trust me. I’ve been doing this long 
enough. My bag of tricks never fails.” 

Sherri taped a gauze pad against Jim’s wrist and headed towards 
the door. She paused, spun around, and leaned in the doorframe. 
“Your sergeant is going to be here soon. Ingram, right?” 

Jim nodded. 

“He’s finishing a visit to another officer, but he’ll be right in. Can I 
get you anything in the meantime? Coffee? Juice? A lot of officers 
have, um—been asking for a copy of the bible.” 

“No. No thank you, that’s all right,” Jim said, shaking his head. 

“Okay. Buzz if you need me.” And with that, Sherri slipped into 
the busy hallway outside. 

Jim swung his legs over the side of his bed and leaned forward 
hesitantly. Before the nurse had entered the room he was holding back 
wetting himself; now, after a few moments of chit chat, he was ready 
to burst. He felt a bit fuzzy, no doubt a result of the countless 
sedatives pumped through him during his morning stay. One bare foot 
hit the chilly tiled floor, and then the next, as Jim slowly stood up. For 
the first few steps it felt almost like he was walking on the moon. The 
frigid floor and brisk breeze at the back of his open hospital gown 
helped to snap him out of his sedated haze. 

Standing in front of the toilet, Jim could hear someone rattling 
around his room. “I'll be right out,” he yelled, and he gave the toilet a 
flush. He was sure that it was Ingram, and he was in no mood to see 
him. He took his time washing his hands. 

When he opened the bathroom door, Sergeant Ingram was sitting 
at the foot of his hospital bed. 

“Sarge, as I live and breathe,” Jim said, walking back to his bed. 

Ingram let an uneasy smile come over his face, and he patted the 


hospital bed. Jim didn’t know what to make of it. It was peculiar 
seeing such an intimidating figure look so uncertain and worried. 

“How are you feeling, Jim?” Ingram asked. 

Jim took a seat beside his sergeant, tucking his paper night gown 
between his bare hind and the bed as he sat. “Like a shivering, 
drugged raccoon,” Jim said. 

Ingram looked forward from the foot of the bed. He held his hands 
clasped in his lap. “I’m sure the doctor gave you the news earlier that 
you’re being mandated.” 

“He did.” 

“T hate to do it, Jim. You look like shit. But it’s bad out there.” 

“Yeah?” Jim grunted. “How bad?” 

“Bad. What you and Chow came upon this morning...that was just 
the start of it. It’s happening all over. First in the city, and now in East 
Violet.” 

Jim scratched at the thin layer of stubble starting to form on his 
face and neck. “Min’s dead, isn’t he?” 

Ingram sighed. “He’s not doing well.” 

Jim nodded. “Hmph.” 

“This morning,” Ingram said, “he picked up whatever that woman, 
Mrs. Cooper, had. They’re calling it a virus, but—all these doctors and 
scientists, they don’t know. They have ideas and theories, but deep 
down, they don’t know. It seems to be blood-borne. You weren’t cut or 
scratched, so you came back clean. But Min—” 

“Min was doing his job,” Jim interrupted. 

Ingram nodded. “Yeah, and he had to be a hero.” 

Jim turned away and looked out his window. 

“There’s a town-wide quarantine in effect now, Jim. They’re not 
letting anyone in—or out of—town. Chief Lehman hasn’t spoken up 
yet, he’s a damn mess. He wouldn’t know what to say.” 

Jim reached over to his table and opened the pint of water that 
Sherri had left for him. In one hard swig he swallowed it. 

“You’ve been under for a couple hours, Jim. I don’t want to give 
you any illusions about how bad it’s getting out there. C.D.C. has 
boots on the ground here, and in the city. But, it’s bigger than that. 
The National Guard is on standby, things are going to get worse—” 

“Twenty-four hours, Sarge. I’ve been working for a day straight, 
my partner is dead—or dying—and I just woke from a codeine coma.” 

“I know what youw’re going to say—” 

“T need to see my kid. I need to know that she’s all right.” 

“She’s fine, Jim.” 

“Yeah? How would you know?” 

“Blankenship is stationed up at her school. The school’s on 
lockdown, too. She’s safe there, Jim.” 


“Twenty-four fucking hours. I could resign right now.” 

Ingram leaned back on the hospital bed and clicked his tongue. 
“You could. Hell, half the force has. But I know you, Jim. You’re one 
of the good ones. You’re gonna’ throw out a pension and any hopes of 
being hired as a cop ever again, and for what? To be a chicken shit 
and run for the hills? To see your kid and get a couple hours of sleep 
while this town burns itself down? If you want to help your daughter, 
you'll stay and help those that need you.” 

“You’ve got kids, Sarge?” 

“T don’t, you know that—” 

“You don’t. So cut the bullshit. Put me at the school with her.” 

Ingram sighed. “I can’t do that Jim.” 

“Why the hell not?” 

“A quarantine is a quarantine. I can’t wave a magic wand and 
have it not apply to you. C.D.C. shut down Maple between East Violet 
and the high school. It’s a major roadway into town. It’s out of my 
hands, Jim.” 

Ingram patted a duffel bag at the edge of the hospital bed and 
stood up. “New phone, fresh uniform, fresh shirts. A badge—didn’t 
have time to personalize one, obviously, so it’s a temp. A Glock nine 
with two magazines, and a pair of boots I found in the station. If you 
decide you want to stay.” 

“Where’s the stuff I came in here with?” 

Ingram said, “Incinerated.” 

Jim let out a deep, sarcastic chuckle. “Seriously?” 

“Again, Jim. Out of my hands.” 

“That’s just great. I had fifty bucks in my wallet. My lucky two 
dollar bill. A picture of Chloe.” 

Ingram shuffled over to the door. His thick, chunky legs waddled 
as he walked. “I’ve got other officers to visit. Whatever you decide, I'll 
understand. Ask the nurse at reception for me when you're ready.” 

Ingram left the room. Jim spent the next several moments leaned 
up in his bed, lost deep in thought. He grabbed the duffel bag that his 
sergeant left him, yanked the zipper open, and picked around inside. 
Right away he found a basic flip phone, opened it, saw that it had a 
decent charge. He dialed Chloe’s number. 

“Hey it’s Chloe, and if you’re hearing this, who leaves voicemails 
anymore? Text me.” Jim smiled at the sound of his daughter’s voice. 
“Chloe, it’s dad. Listen. Stay where you are. Stay with Officer 
Blankenship and do what you're told. Don’t be scared. I love you, I’ll 
see you soon. Everything will be all right.” 


“Aren’t you looking spiffy?” Sherri said as she looked up from the 
nurse’s desk and gave Jim a once over. 


Jim smirked and tugged at his uniform. The pants were too lose 
and the shirt was too tight. 

“T need to find Sergeant Ingram,” Jim said. 

“Of course. Pll page him right away.” Sherri reached for a phone 
and announced Ingram’s name over the hospital loudspeaker. 

As if by magic, Ingram quickly appeared in a hallway opposite the 
nurse’s desk. The portly sergeant toddled towards Jim, looked him up 
and down, and gave him a heavy pat on the back. 

“T knew I could count on you, officer.” 

“I want to see Min. That’s all I ask.” 

“Jim, that would be difficult—” 

“I want to see my partner or I walk.” 

Ingram raised his eyebrows and his smile slinked away. He turned 
from Jim, pulled a phone from his pocket, and dialed a number 
quickly. The sergeant mumbled back and forth with someone on the 
other end for a moment, then snapped the phone shut and returned it 
to his pocket. 

“All right, Jim. Follow me.” 

Ingram marched off towards an elevator, with Jim following close 
behind. Ingram called the elevator, and the two stood waiting. 

“T’m not sure you’ll want to see this,” Ingram said. 

Jim said, “I don’t want to, but I need to.” 

The elevator chimed and the two stepped in. Ingram inserted a 
key into a panel inside the elevator, then pressed a button for floor 
twelve. The two stood side by side quietly for the elevator ride up. 

When the doors opened, Jim and Ingram stood in front of a long 
tunnel of plastic. A group of astronauts and deep-sea divers clamored 
around the policemen before leading them towards a decontamination 
chamber. 

Jim turned to Ingram, who nodded. The two followed a yellow 
suited space ranger who brought them into a small tent. Ingram and 
Jim each put on a hazmat suit, layer by layer. A strip of duct tape at 
their ankles sealed their boots to their pant legs; a strip at their wrists 
sealed their gloves to their sleeves. The last step involved putting on a 
bulbous, astronaut-like helmet, which clamped into a plastic liner in 
the neckline of their suits. Breathing apparatus’s whistled to life in 
each of their helmets. 

“We’ve got about fifteen minutes of breathe time. Twenty, tops,” 
Ingram said. 

The pair headed down a long and winding passage of plastic 
tunnels before coming upon a stairwell. 

“We hike to the next floor from here,” Ingram explained, and he 
opened the door to the stairwell. The two walked up the stairs to a 
landing with a large number thirteen spray-painted onto the wall. 


Jim followed Ingram into the thirteenth floor and down another 
set of plastic passageways. This time they were shorter. After a brief 
walk, they stood in front of a window of what was once a nursery. 

Min was barely recognizable, strapped to a gurney inside the 
nursery. His features were eerily lit by the mix of haphazardly hung 
industrial lights shining through the layers of plastic. 

Jim ached to cover his mouth. His knees started to buckle slightly. 
He had to lean forward and put a hand on the window in front of him 
to keep from falling over. 

“T’m sorry, Jim,” Ingram said. He patted Jim’s back. 

Inside the nursery, Min’s body jerked and twitched as it tried to 
escape the shackles that restrained him. He was missing whole patches 
of hair from atop his head. Pustules blistered up around his eyes, 
cheeks, and the corners of his curled back lips. Min looked nothing 
like the spunky, youthful officer Jim had known from so many years 
working together. Min’s mouth clicked open and shut; sometimes slow 
and with long pauses between, and other times in bursts like a camera 
shutter. His eyes scanned the room around him, bloodshot and 
yellowed. Lifeless. 

Jim regained his balance, and for the first time noticed others in 
the room. There was an officer who looked familiar, but who Jim 
couldn’t place a name to, strapped into a gurney just left of Min. 

Ingram noticed Jim staring at the officer. “Turnbull. Rookie. Not 
sure you two ever met. Two hours ago he was lying on a hospital bed, 
clinically dead. Now he’s here—just as clinically dead—but, moving. 
No brainwaves. The virus eats at the nervous system, reducing the 
human host to a puppet. That’s all, a puppet. If the virus can yank 
enough strings, the puppet bites or scratches someone else, and the 
virus spreads. At least, that’s what all these damn doctors keep telling 
me. Sounds like hell, right?” 

Jim watched Turnbull spastically jerk in his restraints. Like Min, 
large patches of hair on his head were missing. Clumps of it littered 
the floor around his gurney. His skin had turned gray and scabby; it 
clung tight to the bones beneath it. One eye was completely swollen 
shut under a mound of dark, purpled flesh. The eye that remained 
open darted around, milky and clouded. So clouded that Jim couldn’t 
make out a pupil or the color of his eyes. Turnbull made snappy 
movements similar to Min’s, but something was different. They were 
slower. More sluggish. Weak. 

“So this is what waits at the end of the line? This is what happens 
to everyone who contracts the virus?” Jim asked, his voice crackling. 

Ingram nodded solemnly. 

“So how is it fixed?” Jim said. 

“Jim,” Ingram stuttered. “As far as anyone knows...there is no 


fixing it.” 

Jim heaved heavy breaths in his hazmat suit. His legs felt like 
jelly. 

“We’ve only got a few minutes left on our rebreathers before we 
lose pressure. Come on.” Ingram tugged at Jim’s shoulder and 
motioned for the stairs. 

Before he returned to the stairwell, Jim stopped one last time to 
turn and gaze at Min through the nursery window. Jim put one gloved 
hand against the glass, watched his partner tug violently at his 
restraints. After a few moments of watching Min snap at the air 
around him, jittering in his gurney, Jim removed his hand. 

“Goodbye, Min,” Jim whispered, his helmet fogging from his 
panted breath. Jim’s eyes throbbed with grief. “Goodbye, my friend.” 


EIGHT 


“We’ve been stuck in here for so long, Nole. I don’t know how much 
longer I can take it.” Chloe sat on the floor, playing with her cell 
phone. So far, she had worn the battery down to a meager 39% and 
that number kept dropping. Shitty day to leave my charger at home, she 
thought. 

“Me too,” Nolan said. He was exhausted. They all were. Every 
student aboard bus thirty-three had been corralled in the nurse’s 
station since the crash that morning. “Have you heard any more from 
your dad?” 

“Nothing,” Chloe said blankly. She spun her phone in her palm 
and stared at it, as if a call could come through at any moment. “Not 
since his last voicemail. ‘Stay safe, do what you’re told.’ Look how 
that’s working out.” 

“I’m starving,” Nolan said, and he yawned. He stretched his arms 
high up above his head. “And my ass has gone completely numb from 
sitting on this floor.” 

“Yeah, hey...” Chloe stood up, dusted off her pants, and hollered 
over to Nurse Lowell, “When do we get lunch?” 

“Sit back down, Miss Whiteman,” Nurse Lowell said in a bitter 
tone. The nurse had spent the entire morning at her desk, fiddling 
with either her cell phone, the office phone, or her computer. 

Jared stood up from the desk he was sitting at. “You can’t just go 
about your day without feeding us.” 

“Everyone stay seated and patient. When I find out I can release 
you for lunch, you'll all be the first to know—trust me.” Nurse Lowell 
looked up from her computer just long enough to scan the room of 
students. Everything she read online suggested that the virus had an 
incubation period somewhere between five and thirty minutes. That 
time depended on a person’s gender, age, metabolism, and other 
variables. It was going on nearly three hours since the students 
arrived. If any of them had contact with the virus, it should have been 
apparent by now. Still, she kept her distance. 

“This is bullshit!” Jared screamed. He threw his algebra textbook 
across the room like an angry child. It crashed into the wall beside 
Nolan with a hard whack and the binding split, causing a brief rainfall 
of white pages filled with word problems. “You can’t keep us locked 
up in here like animals!” 

Nurse Lowell stood straight up at her desk and picked up the 
phone in front of her. Without taking her eyes off of Jared, she dialed 
a number and mumbled something indiscernible into the phone. 

“Everyone sit where you are. I won’t ask again.” Nurse Lowell 


scowled at Jared, who threw his hands up and returned to his desk. 

In no time at all, Principal Chaplik appeared at the nurse’s door 
and pulled her outside. Nolan studied their conversation through the 
window that overlooked the hall. He couldn’t make out much, except 
for when his principal quite loudly asked “are you sure?”, to which 
Nurse Lowell nodded repeatedly. After that, Principal Chaplik entered 
the nurse’s office. 

“Okay,” Chaplik said with a quick clap of his hands. “We’re going 
to move you all to the cafeteria. Be quick about it.” 

The students groaned and cheered. Nolan clapped sarcastically. 

“Except for you, Mr. Moore,” Chaplik said. He pointed a sausage- 
shaped finger at Jared. “You stay behind for a moment.” 

Jared sat at his desk, arms crossed. He tapped his foot as the 
students filed out of the nurse’s office. 

“This is insane,” Nolan said as he walked Chloe into the main 
hallway. 

Chloe exhaled. “It is. But what can we do, you know?” 

“We can’t just sit around here all day, pretending like this is okay. 
We should be going home.” 

“Nolan, my dad said we should stay here. And besides, they’re 
going to start evacuations soon. The first place they’ll come is a 
school, right?” 

Nolan thought about the article that Chloe had shown him earlier. 
It stated that massive evacuations of New York City were underway 
and urged people to stay in their homes until help arrived. 

“Tt will be a while before they get to us,” Nolan scoffed. “Do you 
think this place will last until then?” 


Nolan and Chloe took seats at their usual lunch table. On any regular 
day the table sat eight, and unless one of their friends was ditching 
class, the table was always packed. Today it was just Chloe, Nolan, 
and Rachel Epps. Rachel didn’t typically sit with Chloe and Nolan, but 
her regular table had filled by the time the group arrived at the 
cafeteria. The spot where Jared sat was still empty; no one had seen 
him since the nurse’s office. 

Whatever teachers had shown up to school that day patrolled the 
cafeteria. Mr. DePierre, the chemistry teacher, walked deliberately 
down each row of tables with his arms crossed. He seemed to inspect 
each student one by one before he continued. It reminded Nolan of a 
TV show about prisons that he had watched once. 

“You three, go ahead. Go get some lunch,” Mr. DePierre said in his 
nasally voice as he passed Nolan’s table. Chloe, Nolan and Rachel all 
looked around at each other without moving. 

“Didn’t you hear me?” Mr. DePierre said. “Get moving, other 


tables want to eat, too.” 

“We’re just waiting on someone, if that’s okay,” Nolan said. 

Mr. DePierre said, “It’s not okay, it’s your turn. Go.” 

“Our friend is really hungry, can’t you let another table go ahead 
of us?” 

The chemistry teacher was growing impatient. “Mr. Fischer, if you 
were as passionate about covalent bonds as you were about arranging 
lunch schedules, you might have had a chance at passing my class. I 
won't ask you again. Go. When your friend gets here, I’ll escort him to 
the line personally.” 

Nolan’s chair scraped against the linoleum floor as he stood up 
from the table. “Fine.” 

Rachel, Chloe, and Nolan approached the lunch line and grabbed 
a tray. 

“What was that about?” Chloe asked. 

“Huh?” Nolan mumbled, before tossing a chocolate milk onto his 
lunch tray. 

“You and Jared aren’t that good of friends. Why the sudden 
crusade to make sure he has lunch?” 

“T don’t know. It doesn’t seem fair, I guess.” 

“You’ve gotta’ find a more constructive way to channel whatever 
anger you have bottled up today, Nolan.” 

“Are you my therapist now?” Nolan held his tray up and a woman 
behind the lunch counter scooped a cup of macaroni and cheese onto 
his plate. 

Chloe said, “Nolan, dude. Chill. I just don’t want you burning out 
over frivolous things. Save it for the important stuff, you know?” 

The three had barely made it back to their table and sat with their 
food before the cafeteria doors burst open. 

“Oh my Gawd,” Rachel gasped, and she dropped her forkful of 
macaroni. 

Standing in the doorway were Principal Chaplik, Officer 
Blankenship, and Jared Moore. The principal and the officer each held 
Jared by an elbow and dragged him forward. Jared’s face was bruised 
—worse than it was earlier—and he had a bloody nose. His hands 
were cuffed in front of him. Principal Chaplik had a welt on his left 
cheek. 

The students in the cafeteria immediately began to chatter, and a 
low rumble of murmurs and whispering filled the air. 

“Everybody settle down,” Officer Blankenship ordered. “Simmer 
down and eat your food.” 

“What the hell is wrong with your dad’s friend?” Nolan said. 

“Who said they were friends?” Chloe asked defensively. 

“You seemed to know him earlier.” 


“Yeah—kind of. He’s not really a friend. ’ve seen him at our 
house once or twice on poker nights, but...” 

“What makes them think they have the power? Look around. Look 
at who showed up today.” Nolan counted around the room in his 
head. “There’s, like, ten teachers here. And a cop.” 

“What are you trying to say, Nolan?” Chloe said. 

By now, Rachel had perked forward in her chair. She had mostly 
been trying to ignore Chloe and Nolan, but her curiosity had the best 
of her. She chimed in between the two and asked, “What are you guys 
talking about?” 

Nolan looked stressed. “We should all be home. We shouldn’t be 
here. This place is a ticking time-bomb. What happened to Alicia this 
morning...who’s to say it won’t happen again? We can get out of here. 
We have the numbers.” 

“Nolan, stop,” Chloe said. “You’re sounding crazy.” 

“Coach Hysom is gone, Chloe. We watched them drag him away. 

Alicia, David, Britney...they’re all gone. Look at what’s happening on 
the news. Even if we survive until help arrives, are these the people 
you want to be evacuated with? Our principal, and a few teachers? 
I’ve been trying to call my parents all morning. I’m not leaving East 
Violet without them. Do you want to leave without your dad?” 
Chloe leaned back in her chair. “I guess I never thought of it that 
way.” 
“IT know your dad said you should stay here, but he’s not here. He 
doesn’t see how bad this is.” 

“l’m scared, Nole.” 

“Me too.” 

Nolan scanned the cafeteria. On the far side of the room was Andy 
Kinney, sitting with his friends. 

“T have a plan, but I don’t think you’re going to like it—” 

“Who’s that?” Rachel asked, pointing at the window. 

Nolan turned in his seat to look behind him. The east wall of the 
cafeteria had floor to ceiling windows that looked over the rolling 
hills of East Violet. In the center of the wall were double doors that 
led out to the track and field behind the school. Standing at the doors 
was a man in worn overalls. 

“That’s Max Baker’s dad,” Nolan said. “He looks...hurt.” 

Officer Blankenship stood up from the table where he sat with 
Jared. “Everyone stay where you are,” the officer hollered. 

Nolan had met Max’s dad, Henry, on several occasions. In 
elementary school, Henry stopped by the school each year to bring in 
chocolate milk made with dairy from his farm. 

Now, Henry didn’t look at all how Nolan remembered. His bottom 
lip was split in two and his eyes were yellow, wide, and bloodshot. His 


limbs moved as if they were joined to his body by rubber bands. 

“Dad!” Max Baker yelled. Right away, Principal Chaplik scurried 
over to Max and grabbed him. The principal held the freshman close 
and kept him from approaching the window. 

Henry pressed his forehead against the door and gazed in, his jaw 
clicking open and shut. His eyes moved slowly from one end of the 
cafeteria to the other. 

The cafeteria sat silently, watching the man outside. Blankenship 
rushed towards the door and stood before it. 

“Sir, go away,” Blankenship ordered. “I'll only ask you once.” 

Henry jiggled the bar on the door in front of him, trying to get it 
to open. When it wouldn’t give he screamed—a guttural, ear blistering 
scream that sent shivers down Nolan and Chloe’s spine—and then 
took a step back. He punched himself in the face and then began 
ripping hairs from the top of his head. He paced in circles a few times, 
then screamed again. 

Blankenship kept his hands pressed firm against the cafeteria 
doors, his chest heaving. Nolan could see the terror in Blankenship’s 
face. 

“Sir, leave now!” Blankenship bellowed. Globs of spit flew from 
the corners of his mouth as he yelled. 

Henry took a step back and then charged at the door. 

This was it, Nolan thought. What he saw in Henry’s face was the 
same thing he saw on the bus, when Alicia went crazy. It was the 
same thing he watched on the news, on his phone. Nolan wondered if 
the world was ending, and if so, why? Why is this happening? Whatever 
was making people act this way—so dumb and full of rage—was it in 
the water? In the air? Had Nolan already been exposed to it, and he 
just didn’t know? Had his parents? Had Chloe? 

Henry hit the doors with a rattling thunk. 

“You have to let me see my dad!” Max yelled. Principal Chaplik 
was holding the boy at an angle that kept him from facing the doors. 

“You can’t! You can’t right now!” Chaplik said desperately. 

Blankenship was sweating profusely. He grabbed his gun from his 
holster and took a few steps back before aiming it ahead. 

“Go away now or I will shoot!” Blankenship commanded. It was 
like Henry couldn’t hear a word the officer was saying. 

The next few moments played out blurry and slowly for Nolan. 
He’d later remember the feeling of his heart jumping up into his 
throat, and seeing Chloe’s face turn ghost white. 

Pop. Pop. 

The first shot hit the glass pane in the door, shattering it, but 
missing Henry. The second shot hit the wall and made a high pitched 
pi-chew before reversing course. Principal Chaplik and Max tumbled to 


the floor together instantly. 

Blankenship spun around, horrified at the realization of which 
direction his bullet had taken. 

No longer facing the door, Blankenship dropped his weapon and 
rushed towards the fallen principal and student. Before he could get 
far at all, Henry reached through the broken glass of the door and 
grabbed Blankenship by his belt. Henry snarled and pulled the officer 
backwards. 

Blankenship struggled to break free but Henry’s grip was too 
mighty. Embracing him from behind, the steel door between himself 
and the officer, the farmer lurched his head forward and sank his 
teeth deep into the nape of Blankenship’s neck. 

“Fucker!” Blankenship cried, before passing out in Henry’s grasp. 
Henry continued to chew and gnaw on the officer’s neck and shoulder, 
swallowing each bite of flesh that he chomped off. When Henry had 
his fill, he dropped the limp officer to the floor. 

Though everyone in the cafeteria had leapt from their seats and 
bedlam was setting in, Nolan couldn’t hear anything besides his own 
heartbeat. He wondered if he had spontaneously gone deaf. 

Chloe grabbed him by the shoulders and hollered something. 
Nolan couldn’t help but stare at her, glazed over and unable to read 
her lips. 

“Let’s go,” Chloe begged, shaking her friend forcefully. 

Nolan sat, unable to move. 

“Nolan what’s wrong with you? Let’s go!” Chloe continued to 
rattle her friend. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Nolan watched Henry pull himself 
through the cafeteria doors. Shards of glass stuck out of his skin. 
Blankenship lay on the tiled floor beside the doorway. A pool of blood 
grew from beneath him. 

“Nolan, Jesus!” Chloe bit her lip then pulled her hand back. After 
a short hesitation she slapped Nolan square across his face. 

Nolan felt his face turn warm and suddenly heard a growing roar, 
like a hive of bees had been let loose in his head. The buzzing grew 
and grew until it was replaced by screams, hollering, and Chloe’s 
desperate voice. 

“Nolan, can you hear me?” Chloe asked, tears forming in the 
corners of her eyes. 

“Yuh—yeah,” Nolan said, feeling like he might throw up. “Yeah. 
What’s going on?” 

“Fuck, Nolan, you checked out. We have to go!” 

Students were running around chaotically in all different 
directions. 

Nolan said, “Okay. We’re going. Let’s go. Where are we going?” 


Chloe stood up and yanked Nolan by his sleeve. “Just follow me 
for now.” 

Nolan stumbled along behind Chloe as they made their way 
through the crowd of students. Some dared to pass Henry and ran out 
of the cafeteria doors. Others had started to roam the halls of 
Henderson High, anxious to find sanctuary. 

“Here,” Chloe said, pushing Nolan into the chemistry lab. Jared 
and Rachel, who Chloe hadn’t realized were also following her, 
ducked into the lab behind them. 

Chloe slammed the door shut behind her, and locked it. 

Rachel and Jared collapsed to the floor, breathless. Jared’s hands 
were still cuffed in front of him. Chloe slid down the locked door until 
she was sitting in front of it. The sound of stomping, racing footsteps 
flooded the hall behind her. 

Nolan took a seat at a desk on the far side of the room. He looked 
out over the hills of East Violet; every few minutes a helicopter would 
pass by on the horizon. Once, a military jet flew over. Little fires grew 
in the distance. Nolan watched them flicker and swell, so hypnotized 
by them that he could barely hear the pounding knocks on the 
classroom door behind him. 


NINE 


“Residents in New York City and southeast New York State are urged 
to remain indoors,” the talking head on Dana’s television set said, 
“and to only leave their homes if absolutely necessary. Be aware that 
travel bans have been put into effect in the following counties: 
Suffolk, Nassau, Queens, Kings, Richmond, New York, Bronx, 
Rockland, Westchester, Putnam, Orange, Dutchess, Sullivan, Ulster, 
and Columbia. Please understand that emergency services may be 
severely delayed in these affected areas as we head into the 
afternoon.” 

According to the news reports, all of the violence and all of the 
mayhem throughout New York was not random. Those who were 
going crazy, frothing at the mouth, ill with madness...they had all 
succumbed to the will of some nightmarish virus. Rumors concerning 
the source of the virus ran rampant across cable news networks. Over 
the course of an hour spent watching various news programs, Dana 
became convinced that anything from her tap water to her particular 
brand of deodorant might cause her to have a sudden craving for 
human flesh. 

Dana sat on her couch, her legs crisscrossed, and continued to 
watch the news with Elliott. The pup had curled up between her legs 
and fallen asleep while Dana played with her phone. Reception was 
spotty and she had no luck making phone calls all morning. She was 
nervous, afraid, and unsure of what to do. 

With her Internet being her most reliable source of 
communication, Dana decided to peck out some emails to her family 
from her phone. 

“Mom—just want to make sure you’re inside and safe. Things are 
getting crazy here. I wasn’t allowed into my school this morning. East 
Violet is under lock down; news says that the National Guard will be 
coming into town to assist evacuations. They mentioned relocating us 
to Albany. Phone is not reliable, but hopefully we can meet up once 
they pull us out. I love you. Stay safe. I’m fine.” 

“Mia. I’ve tried texting you all morning with no luck. I can’t get in 
touch with mom or dad, either. If you talk to them, let them know I’m 
fine and I’m thinking of them. Are you on campus? Are you with 
mom? Stay inside and safe. Keep trying me.” 

“Dad—I wish you were here. I don’t know what’s going on with 
all of these people getting sick. ’m scared. You would know what to 
do in times like this. I’ve tried calling. I can’t get through to you or 
Mia or Mom. They’re not letting anyone in or out of East Violet. 
They’re telling us to stay inside until the National Guard pulls us out. 


They’re talking about putting us in Albany after. I'll have my phone. 
I'll keep trying to get ahold of you and let you know where I am. I 
love you.” 

After all three emails had successfully sent, Dana leaned back into 
her couch cushion and sighed. Sending her father an email made her 
recall a particularly bad snowstorm when she was a child. Her and 
Mia missed three days of school, the first two of which were spent 
without power. Her dad had tirelessly prepared for the storm in the 
days leading up to it—water, firewood, batteries, kerosene, and 
canned goods were all bought in abundance. Her family had plenty of 
supplies stashed away and the lot rode out the storm like royalty. In a 
blizzard that left three dead, Dana and Mia spent seventy-two hours 
blissfully free from school, bundled up in front of the fireplace playing 
Monopoly with their parents. 

The images of that childhood storm still fresh in her mind, Dana 
uncrossed her legs and stood up from the couch. Elliott woke up and 
followed her to the kitchen, where she inspected the inside of her 
pantry for the first time all morning. 

The pantry had a sparse amount of food. A few soup cans here and 
there, a small bag of rice. A taco kit that expired about six months 
earlier. 

The fridge didn’t offer anything too promising, either. There was a 
paper bag with left over Thai food—a dish of Volcano Chicken if Dana 
remembered right—that had surely spoiled. It was the last reminder of 
an awful blind date she went on a week back. The date sucked, but 
the lightly fried chicken dish was fantastic, and though Dana never 
intended to call Mitch (or whatever his name was) back again, she did 
intend to finish the Thai food. She suddenly felt terrible for forgetting 
about it. 

Other than her leftovers, there were a few bottles of vitamin 
water, a quart of milk, and some cranberry juice scattered throughout 
the fridge. In the far back were a few cans of coconut water. A friend 
from Dana’s yoga class had given them to her. 

“Doesn’t exactly scream ‘prepared for a natural disaster,’ does it?” 
Dana asked Elliott. Elliott, glad for the attention, stuck out his tongue 
and started to pant. 

Dana looked at her watch, then peeked out her heavy dining room 
drapes. The sidewalks were mostly empty. She figured if she was 
going to be stuck in the house, she wasn’t prepared at all. There 
wasn’t much food or water, and she sure as hell wasn’t going to drink 
from her faucet, whether she boiled the water or not. Judging by the 
day she had so far, the Thai Palace wouldn’t be delivering anytime 
soon, either. 

Just then, her television set cut from the channel five news to 


black and silence. A moment later, a dreadful dial tone screeched 
through the flat screen’s speakers. After several blips and beeps, a 
boxy gray text appeared in the center of the blank screen. 

“The Emergency Action Notification System Has Been Initiated. 
Please Standby for Further Instruction.” 

Dana slowly shut her pantry door and returned to her sofa. Elliott 
trailed his master back to the living room and curled up on the floor 
in front of her feet. 

A siren went screaming down the street outside of her apartment. 
A short moment of silence, and then a second siren. And a third. 

A strange, male voice popped from the television speakers and 
interrupted the wailing vehicles passing by outside. 

“This is an Emergency Action Notification requested by the White 
House. All broadcast stations and cable systems shall transmit this 
Emergency Action Notification Message following activation 
procedures for a national level emergency. The President of the 
United States, or his representative, will shortly deliver a message 
over the Emergency Alert System.” 

Dana reached down for Elliott, picked him up, and stuffed him 
between her crossed legs. She nervously rubbed his belly as the 
faceless voice continued on. 

“During this emergency, most stations will remain on the air 
providing news and information to the public in assigned areas. This 
is WKXV New York. We will continue to serve the Upstate New York 
Region. If you are not in this local area, you should tune to stations 
providing news and information for your local area. 

“Do not use your telephone. The telephone lines should be kept 
open for emergency use. The Emergency Alert System has been 
activated.” 

Dana gulped as the message began to loop on repeat. “The White 
House?” she asked Elliott. 

Mid-loop the automated message ended, and her screen switched 
from black to that of a podium with a blue backdrop behind it. On 
either side of the podium was an American flag. Behind the podium 
was a placard, emblazoned with a photo of the nation’s capitol. 

Dana watched with feverish curiosity as a thin, unfamiliar man 
approached the lectern. 

“Good morning ladies and gentleman,” the man said, “my name is 
Press Secretary Stephen Hurst and I will be speaking to those of you 
here, and those at home as well, on behalf of the President. We kindly 
ask that the press save all questions until the end of this statement, as 
there is some important information we need to convey to all of those 
who are able to hear this broadcast. 

“This morning, local law enforcement agencies across several 


counties in New York State responded to an unusually high number of 
violent incidents. These incidents appear to have started 
simultaneously and have been reported as far north as Ulster county 
and as far south as Suffolk. 

“The cause of these violent outbreaks has yet to be positively 
determined. As of 9:00 a.m. this morning, National Guard units have 
been mobilized to assist local law enforcement’s response to these 
outbreaks in all areas that have been reporting them. 

“For our national audience, please be aware that all domestic and 
international flights have been grounded. Travel across the northern 
border into and out of Canada has been restricted, as well as travel to 
and from Mexico through our southern border. 

“To those of you watching and listening who reside specifically in 
Maine, Vermont, New Hampshire, Massachusetts, New York, 
Connecticut, Rhode Island, Pennsylvania, Delaware, and the District of 
Colombia, please be aware of the following precautions. A boil water 
advisory has been put into effect statewide in your location. Do not 
bathe, brush your teeth, or cook with untreated water. Make sure that 
any tap water needed is boiled for one-minute prior to use. 

“Additionally, we urge you to stay indoors until this matter is 
resolved. Do not answer your door for anyone you are unfamiliar 
with, and if any law enforcement officer attempts to enter your home, 
ensure that they have proper identification. 

“If you encounter anyone who is exhibiting the following 
symptoms: unresponsiveness, violent behavior, a pallid complexion, 
bleeding from orifices such as the eyes, nose, and ears, and an 
inability to communicate, please report them to your local law 
enforcement agency immediately and avoid contact with said person 
at all costs. 

“Please ration food and water in a way that ensures it lasts five to 
seven days. 

“If you have any more questions, a hotline has been established 
that will be given at the end of this broadcast. Now, I'll take several 
short questions. In the interest of brevity I can take no more than 
three before calling an end to this press conference.” 

A voice immediately piped up before Secretary Hurst could finish 
the word “conference.” 

“Yes, Mr. Hurst. Dan Goodman from CNN News—where is the 
President right now, and why was he not the one who gave this 
address?” 

“Sure, Mr. Goodman. I cannot speculate or comment on the 
location of the President. I can tell you that we met this morning. He 
informed me of his confidence in me to deliver this address.” 

“Mr. Hurst, Samantha Janes, NBC news—you mentioned that 


those in the affected areas should remain indoors. There have been 
several reports from in and around New York City stating that the city 
has already begun evacuation procedures, with National Guardsmen 
rounding up residents block by block and escorting them to 
evacuation points. Would you care to comment?” 

“Miss Janes, I cannot comment on any military action that is or is 
not occurring right now. To those listening in the affected areas, I 
would urge you to follow our recommendation to stay indoors. If a 
law enforcement agency, National Guard unit, or any other type of 
U.S. military unit approaches your home or neighborhood, make sure 
that they are properly identified as such and exhibit the credentials of 
such an agency. No one can force you to leave your home, but if such 
an agency should approach you and advise you of any evacuation 
efforts, it is the opinion of the White House that you should follow 
those orders diligently.” 

“Mr. Hurst, Rebecca Claire, FOX News—some law enforcement 
reports have described the brutal murders sweeping the North East 
this morning as random, while others have noted that their 
simultaneous timing may hint at a more insidious and coordinated 
attack. As more reports continue to flood in, is the White House 
prepared to label this mornings slayings as an ‘Act of Terrorism?” 

“Miss Claire, the government is not prepared to classify this 
mornings events as terrorism.” 

Dana watched the thin Press Secretary step back from behind his 
podium and exit stage right. A flurry of camera clicks and questions 
rang out in the room and the camera feed switched back to the 
morning news. The local anchors were waiting on standby to discuss 
and analyze the secretary’s brief statement. 

“Tt’s unusual that we did not hear from the president himself, is it 
not?” A female host asked from her desk. 

Across the table, a neatly dressed man with salt and pepper hair 
answered. “It sure is, Patricia. I think it’s even more interesting that 
Secretary Hurst didn’t acknowledge something we’ve known for 
several hours now—which is, all of those who have exhibited violent 
aggressiveness, every single one, has been identified as testing positive 
for this highly communicable virus—” 

Dana thought for a moment, bothered by the news anchors’ 
commentary. There was no doubt that a virus was spreading. So why 
hadn’t it been mentioned at all during the press conference? 

Unless that press conference was pre-recorded... Dana wondered. 

Suddenly, Dana felt shivers run through her. I’ve got a bad feeling 
about this. 

She picked up Elliott and set him on the floor in front of the sofa. 
Once more, she returned to her kitchen. This time, she started to comb 


through her freezer like a maniac. She was desperate to find anything 
that hinted at her being able to stay comfortably at home for the next 
few days. She dreaded the thought of having to venture past her front 
door again. Dana could picture it already—strangers attacking one 
another, shoppers climbing over each other for the last can of soup, 
cops at every intersection harassing her over her outdated driver’s 
license. It would be a nightmare. 

In the freezer was a small, gluten-free frozen pizza. On top of that 
was an ice-cube tray and a pint of Ben’n’Jerry’s, the kind with the little 
chocolate fish. Beside that were a few pieces of frozen chicken breast, 
some frozen carrots, and a lengthy flank of salmon. 

What do I do? Dana thought, and she left her freezer and returned 
to the pantry. When she opened the pantry door, she half expected 
new items to magically appear. 

Five to seven days...The press secretary’s words kept echoing in 
Dana’s mind. If the Shop-n-Save in Center Square wasn’t a mad house 
prior to the press conference, it surely would be now. 

Dana paced over to her bedroom closet, dropped to her knees, and 
opened a small trunk. Inside was a small pump of pepper spray, a gift 
from her dad on her first day of college. Beside the spray was a short 
hunting knife, also a gift from her dad. He gave it to her when she was 
a young child, during a weekend camping trip. Dana’s father and his 
friends spent the weekend hunting deer; he hoped she would help him 
carve the animal up when they returned home. Dana kept the ivory 
handled blade as a memento of spending time with her parents before 
their divorce, but never used it to help her father clean the butchered 
deer. Dana cried the whole ride home, the deer strapped to the back 
of the family’s Jeep Laredo. When Mia first set eyes on the lifeless 
creature, she puked. 

“This will have to do,” Dana said to herself, and she marched into 
her bedroom. She changed out of her cardigan and into a sweater and 
pair of jeans. Then, she stuffed the pepper spray into her back pocket. 
The folded knife went into her front left pocket, where she figured she 
could grab it in a pinch if need be. 

I’ve got to be insane, Dana thought, to leave my front door after 
barely being able to get back home. But, it’s either this or starving to 
death.... 

Dana left her bedroom and threw on a puffy white jacket. She 
grabbed her keys by the front door and turned to look at Elliott, who 
was sniffling in front of the sofa. 

“You can’t come, I’m sorry,” Dana said. 

Elliot took a few steps forward. 

“No,” Dana said, stopping the Pug in his tracks. “You be good. Ill 
be right back. 


TEN 


Jim’s fresh pair of boots clicked and clacked against the linoleum floor 
as he made his way to the hospital elevator. There was nothing worse 
than new boots that hadn’t been broken in. Though he had only worn 
them a short while, a burning sensation in his right heel meant that a 
blister was already starting to form. 

Sergeant Ingram was patiently waiting for Jim by the elevator. 
Neither man said much to the other. 

“You’re going out on basic patrol,” Ingram said. “We won’t route 
any incoming calls your way. I want you strictly on the ground, 
responding to things as you see them—as they happen. I’m going back 
to the department to help the girls in the communication room. Christ, 
they’re like chickens with their heads cut off right now. I’m going to 
stay with them until the emergency shift shows up for dispatch—and 
I’m hoping to God that they actually show up—and once they’re on 
the lines, P’ll be out patrolling right alongside you.” 

Jim sighed. 

“Stay on your toes, Officer Whiteman. Stay keen. When we roll 
over to the next shift, and the girls in dispatch settle in, I’ll radio you. 
We'll rendezvous somewhere in town, and maybe then I can get you 
over to your daughter’s high school. Maybe. ’'m not making any 
promises.” 

With that, the elevator chimed and the doors before Ingram and 
Jim opened wide. 

“Oh, Jim, you’re leaving?” a familiar voice asked as it breezed out 
of the elevator and between the two officers. 

Jim glanced at Ingram, who was already standing on the elevator. 

“Your car’s parked right out front,” Ingram said, tossing a set of 
keys to Jim. “Ill be in touch with you, Officer.” With that, Ingram 
smiled, and the elevator doors closed between himself and Jim. 

Jim spun around, finding the source of the cheerful, sparkling, 
voice. 

“For someone who has been on their feet all day, you sure do keep 
in high spirits,” Jim said. 

“It beats going through the day miserable,” Sherri replied. 

Jim grinned, trying hard not to stare at Sherri. His mind felt like 
grinding metal gears as he tried to come up with small talk. 

“A nurse, a cop, and bloodthirsty monsters tearing apart the town. 
It’s like we’re on the set of the worlds worst porno film,” Jim said with 
an uneasy laugh. 

The nurse let out a chortle so intense she almost sounded like an 


oinking pig. Jim was glad that the laughter was genuine and not just 
polite, and relieved that she had the same type of toilet humor as he 
did. 

“Really though, thank you for everything you’ve done today, 
Sherri,” Jim said. His smile left his face. 

“Be safe out there,” Sherri said. She pulled a few strands of hair 
that had matted to her forehead away from and out of her eyes. “Ill 
see you soon?” 

“Hopefully you won't,” Jim said, his smile returning. The elevator 
dinged again. 

“After this is all over, I mean,” Sherri said nervously. 

“Anytime,” Jim said, stepping onto the elevator. He recalled his 
paper nightgown that didn’t leave much to the imagination. “After all, 
you’ve already seen my butt.” 

Jim was lost in Sherri’s smile and cute laughter as the elevator 
doors closed. The elevator car jerked and he began the descent to the 
parking lot. He was thankful for the momentary happiness; he was all 
too aware that the world he was stepping out into had changed 
considerably since he arrived at the hospital that morning. 

The elevator ride went uninterrupted from Jim’s floor to the 
ground floor. In the momentary peacefulness, he leaned against the 
corner of the car and floated through thought. 

He recalled the early years of his marriage when he and his wife 
Erica were still happy with their relationship. Jim and Erica had gone 
to the same high school, P.S. 144, in Astoria. They had met their 
junior year of high school and quickly fell in love. Between the first 
day they met and their last day of high school, they skipped a 
combined fifty-three days of class. Erica kept track in a pocket 
organizer that she always had tucked in her purse. The decision 
between spending all day in class, or driving out to Coney Island in 
Jim’s ’77 Trans-Am, was never a difficult one. 

After they graduated, Erica enrolled in a six month beauty school 
course, and became licensed to work in a salon. Jim, not having much 
higher education prospects himself, started working in construction. 
Their schedules were wonky and days off rarely overlapped. But, the 
combined income of the couple was enough to make rent on their own 
little town house in a decent neighborhood. Within a year of 
graduation they had married. 

Chloe—the unexpected result of a honeymoon in Key West—was a 
strain on both the couple’s relationship and finances. By Chloe’s 
second birthday, talks of college funds and a bigger home were just 
about enough to drive the family apart. It was Erica’s idea that Jim 
should go into police work. Erica had a client, Veronica Blankenship, 
who was getting ready to move to East Violet with her husband, Drew. 


Drew had put in a request to work in East Violet after finishing police 
academy, and it was granted. Each time Veronica visited the salon, 
she went on and on about how “blessed” and “lucky” Drew and her 
were to finally be leaving the city behind. 

Erica begged Jim to consider a job as a law enforcement officer. 
Jim finally gave in and agreed to look into it, but his application was 
quickly denied by the East Violet Police Department. East Violet 
wanted a two-year college degree, minimum. 

Jim assumed that the roadblock caused by his lack of education 
would be the end of the conversation, but it wasn’t. Erica was 
relentless and insisted he pursue the degree. 

“When will I have the time for a degree?” Jim asked. 

Erica said, “You'll find the time. If you cared at all about your 
family, you’d find the time.” 

So Jim began the two-year degree, often taking classes at night 
and on the weekends. Between a toddler and a wife the schedule was 
grueling, but he somehow managed to pull it off. After finishing the 
two-year degree—in just under three years, no less—he returned to 
the human resources office at the East Violet Police Department once 
more. 

Though his grades in high school and college weren’t honor roll 
worthy, Jim passed the physical tests of the entrance examination 
with flying colors. His body was hardened by manual labor, and 
despite his written exam scores being middle of the road, his physical 
achievements were enough to earn him a spot in police academy. 

Academy was punishing. It was a spring course just after a 
particularly unpleasant winter, so training outside in falling snow and 
rain weren’t uncommon occurrences. Jim had at least three sinus 
infections during the first half of academy, the last of which was so 
severe he worried it might result in missing class and being ejected 
from the program. Jim barreled forward, however, and as the weeks 
went by the weather improved, until one perfect summer day he was 
graduating. 

By the time Jim had finished his probation period and was secure 
in his job, Chloe had already turned seven years old. Jim had missed 
four of her birthdays, and finding spare time for dance recitals and 
school plays was nearly impossible. Erica picked up much of the slack. 
With Jim’s benefits and higher salary as an officer, she was able to 
halve her shifts at the salon. Suddenly, Erica could spend more time at 
home with little Chloe. 

It was six months into his career, Jim remembered, the elevator 
gliding down its shaft, when he was paired up with another fresh 
academy graduate. Min Chow. 

“Whiteman? As in White-man?” Min asked Jim during the start of 


their first shift together. “As if I didn’t get enough shit already.” 

Min didn’t know what to make of Jim, who never once made fun 
of Min’s name. Throughout academy and the early days of his job with 
East Violet, other officers constantly bombarded Min with insults. 
“Min Chow, as in minute chow, or minutes until chow?” or “Chow, 
what’s your number, I need some General Tso’s after shift change” or 
“bow before Chow!” Min had heard them all, and none of them were 
amusing. 

One of the first calls Jim and Min responded to together was a 
crime scene far off in the woods atop Pigeon Hill. A young girl named 
Sarah Bosk, who had been missing for several days, was discovered by 
a couple of teenagers riding their four wheelers out behind the Baker’s 
farm. 

Jim and Min, both rookies, weren’t allowed to do much once they 
arrived at the crime scene. Their orders were to stand around, look 
important, and make sure no one came to close to the yellow ribbons 
of “caution” tape strung up from tree to tree in the woods surrounding 
Sarah’s body. A news reporter had already arrived, as well as Sarah’s 
grieving parents, by the time Jim and Min were on the scene. 

Jim caught a glance at young Sarah, who wasn’t much older than 
Chloe was at the time, just before she was sealed in a long black bag. 
Wildlife had already preyed upon the young girl’s body. The sight was 
too much for Jim to bear. 

Jim buckled forward, holding his knees with his palms as he 
stood, while Sarah was carted into a waiting ambulance on the 
roadside. When the cameras had finally pointed away from him and 
towards the departing ambulance, he let loose, unable to hold back 
the urge to vomit any longer. One officer, making his way from the 
crime scene to the ambulance, muttered, “don’t be such a pussy, 
rookie,” and another spit in disgust as he passed by. It was only Min 
who went back to his patrol car to bring back a bottle of water for the 
sickened officer. 

With a passionate intensity Jim followed Sarah’s case, both 
through his job and through the papers and evening news reports. He 
was in the station the day a couple of veteran homicide detectives 
brought in Edgar Ross, a squat, lump of a man whose shirt rode high 
above the waist of his sweatpants, letting his gut bounce around freely 
as he walked. When Ross toddled into the station, his bare stomach 
flopping, drool running down his chin, and what appeared to be a piss 
stain in the center of his pants, Jim was filled with an anger that he 
had never quite felt before. 

Jim requested to watch Ross’s questioning, in which the 
gluttonous oaf waived his rights, and freely—and proudly—admitted 
to what he had done to Sarah Bosk. How he had studied her for 


weeks, paying attention to what time she rode her bike and through 
which neighborhoods. He confessed to abducting her in his small 
Honda hatchback and strangling her until she passed out. 

With no detail left out, Ross explained the brutal acts he 
committed on Sarah, both before and after he suffocated her to death 
with a plastic shopping bag. The case would have skipped trial 
completely had it not been for an up and coming, overly zealous 
public defender that argued over Ross’s mental capacity. Additionally, 
the public defender found some small technicalities barring the 
admissibility of Ross’s confession. 

Ross’s trial was open and shut, however, and the jury took only 
nineteen minutes to reach a verdict. 

Between Edgar Ross’s arrest and sentencing, Jim’s marriage had 
fallen to pieces. He was consumed by a job he never had any intention 
of taking in the first place. Rookies often get stuck with holiday and 
weekend shifts, meaning he rarely got to see Erica and Chloe. Erica 
grew further and further away from Jim, and though Jim suspected 
infidelity, he could never prove it. One night, Jim came home early 
from a double shift. Parked in front of his small, newly purchased, 
East Violet home was a white Harley Davidson. For a moment, Jim 
thought it might be some clever early birthday present. But when he 
found Chloe playing in the backyard at an unreasonably late hour 
— “Mommy told me to play outside for a while’—he knew something 
was suspect. Inside, Jim caught Erica with a guy he knew only as 
“Buzz.” They were in the middle of intense thrusting and groaning. 

In the weeks that followed, Erica not once protested the idea of a 
divorce. She told Jim that she wanted to start over, that she was going 
to move to Georgia with some family, and that, “he could keep the 
kid, she could visit in the summer if she wanted.” The papers were 
signed and Erica was gone in the short weeks between Ross’s capture 
and execution. 

Jim put in a request to be at Edgar Ross’s execution, knowing 
there wasn’t a chance in hell he would be allowed a seat. Everyone in 
East Violet wanted to see Edgar Ross die, and they wanted to be in the 
front row when it happened. Through some small miracle—a string 
that Sergeant Ingram pulled, Jim later discovered—Jim was allowed a 
seat at the execution. 

Almost at the end of his elevator ride, Jim recalled Ross’s last 
words when they were asked of him. 

“God is a clown, ha-ha-ha. I’m coming to see you Toby, we’ll be 
together in heaven forever, Toby. I love you. God is laughing like a 
clown, Toby.” Jim would learn later on that Toby was Ross’s cat, 
whom Ross had intentionally shot to death with a pellet gun just 
before he was brought into police custody. 


Jim remembered Edgar Ross’s restraints on the table he was 
strapped to, and rubbed his own wrists where he had been restrained 
to a gurney just hours before. 

In front of his morbidly curious audience, Ross continued to laugh 
and call out for Toby, before the first of three concoctions entered his 
veins. The first was a sedative, which didn’t do much in the way of 
calming Ross. The second two were the drugs which would terminate 
Ross’s life. Jim remembered how Ross squirmed in agony in his 
confines, clenching his fists and fighting to break free as the final 
dosage entered his body. Though it was never proven, it was gossip 
around town that the executioner had deliberately altered the dosage 
of the poisons prior to Ross’s execution. Jim had never seen an 
execution before, and did not know the signs of a successful one, but it 
was a rumor he could believe. Ross endured a painful, horrific, and 
just execution; one that left Jim changed forever after. 

The elevator doors opened before Jim, leading out to the main 
lobby of East Violet Memorial Hospital. Jim thought of Edgar Ross, 
writhing on the table he was strapped to as he died. Then, he 
remembered the last time he saw Min, and imagined him suffering the 
same fate. Strapped to a cold, white table. Alone. Confused. Panicked. 
Dying. 

With a sour feeling in the pit of his stomach, Jim walked by the 
nurse’s desk in the lobby, smiling and nodding as he passed. 

“Good luck out there,” a nurse wished Jim. 

“Good luck in here,” Jim responded. 

Outside, Jim quickly spotted the old Crown Victoria that Ingram 
had left him. Jim inspected the trunk—shot guns, riot gear, tear 
grenades, the works—and then slammed the trunk shut before 
entering the driver’s seat of the car. 

A constant stream of staticky chatter bombarded Jim as it blasted 
through the cruiser’s radio. From what he could understand, problems 
in New York City had escalated out of control and a full-scale 
evacuation was beginning to commence. 

“Well Goddamn,” Jim said, listening to the excitement on the 
radio as he pulled away from the hospital parking lot. Barricades 
throughout town were being overrun by citizens alarmed by the news 
of New York’s evacuation. The quarantine of East Violet was failing. 

Jim was immediately caught in a traffic jam once he was out on 
Maple Ave. Cars were bumper to bumper, many driving on medians 
and sidewalks to avoid the gridlock. People were running through the 
streets in a frenzy. It wasn’t hard for Jim to imagine the barricades 
around town being toppled over, if Ingram was correct in his 
suggestion that many officers had already fled their post. 

Just then, Ingram’s familiar voice came over to radio, seeking 


Officer Whiteman specifically. 

“Go ahead, Sarge, I’m here,” Jim said into the radio. 

“There’s a riot at the Shop-and-Save on Maple. I have no boots on 
the ground nearby. How soon can you be there?” Ingram said. 

Jim sighed, rubbing his hand on his forehead and looking at the 
field of cars surrounding him. So much for being left alone to patrol. “I 
don’t know. Maybe ten minutes?” 

“Make it five,” Ingram ordered, before leaving the radio channel. 
A flurry of gossiping voices returned to the speaker in front of Jim. 

Jim hit a switch beside the vehicle’s steering wheel, and the red 
and blue lights atop his vehicle started to flash and blink. The cars in 
front of him didn’t seem to notice or mind. Jim hit a small black 
button that triggered a bull horn in the vehicle. Wherp-wherp, it 
boomed loudly. That gave him a little more movement, but not much. 
Frustrated, Jim pulled up onto the sidewalk, and carefully 
maneuvered down Maple, avoiding cussing pedestrians as he drove. 

When he arrived at the Shop-and-Save, complete bedlam had 
broken out. He scanned the parking lot, trying to scope out any 
injuries or violence in the crowd of shoppers. 

Up ahead in the parking lot was a familiar face—feminine, young 
—dripping in blood and looking completely, utterly shocked. 

Before he could step out of his vehicle to help her, he felt the sky 
open up above him. A tremble rattled through his car as an orange 
blaze streaked across the dreary sky. It was as majestic as it was 
terrifying in appearance, not unlike a falling star. 


ELEVEN 


“Let me in!” A voice hollered from the hallway. 

Bam. Bam. Bam. 

The hammering on the chemistry lab door was relentless. 

“Let me the fuck in!” 

Chloe sat cross legged in front of the door. What do I do? What do I 
do? 

Her chest heaved between breaths. Jared was collapsed in the 
corner of the room, handcuffed. Nolan was sitting at a desk and 
staring off into space, oblivious to the pounding on the door. 
Completely checked out. And Rachel Epps—some help she would be, 
the airhead. 

“Please, God, just let me in,” the voice beyond the door cried. 

Though her ears were ringing, Chloe realized that the masculine 
voice sounded familiar. 

“Find another room,” Chloe finally sputtered. 

“T can’t,” the voice replied. “They’re...they’re coming. Please open 


up.” 

Chloe stood up in one swift leap, and quickly surveyed the room. 
There was a fire extinguisher fastened to the wall by the door. She 
yanked it off the wall, held it defensively, then plunged the door 
handle in front of her downwards. With a click the door unlocked and 
swung open. 

Andy Kinney came tumbling into the room. As soon as he entered 
he spun around and slammed the door shut, locking it. 

“What the hell is your problem?” Andy asked. 

Chloe stood in the front of the room, breathing heavily, her hands 
holding the extinguisher with a death grip. 

“T had to be sure that you weren’t one of them,” Chloe stammered. 

Andy was equally as breathless as Chloe. “Well, I’m fucking not.” 

“How can we be so sure of that?” Chloe asked, still holding the 
fire extinguisher firmly. 

Andy held up his hands. “Chlo’. Come on.” 

“T’m serious, Andy. How can we be sure?” 

“They didn’t bite me, or scratch me...” 

“Who?” Chloe hollered. 

Andy gulped. “That cop who was watching us, and that farmer... 
they’ve got it. The farmer was wandering the cafeteria, that was the 
last time I saw him. We all just ran, like you. The cop is outside, 
though. In the hall.” 

From his desk, Nolan watched the parking lot in front of the 
school swell with students. Those who had driven themselves to class 


swarmed to their vehicles, piled in with friends, then peeled out from 
the junior and senior parking lots. 

Rachel noticed the commotion in the parking lot, too. She leaned 
towards the window and watched. Trapped in a line of cars was a 
familiar jet-black Camaro with bright red racing stripes. Justin Davie’s 
car. Justin had a crush on Rachel since junior year, and even though 
Rachel always turned him down, she was confident that it wouldn’t be 
difficult to persuade the boy into giving her a ride home. 

“You guys can hang out in the chemistry lab all day. I’m out of 
here,” Rachel said. She stood up and slung her backpack over her 
shoulder. 

“Didn’t you just hear him?” Chloe asked. 

“Yeah, the cop is in the hallway. And he’s got the virus or 
whatever and he’s shambling in the halls, blah blah blah.” Rachel 
shuffled towards the door. 

“T’m not letting you out of here.” Chloe stood defiantly in front of 
the chemistry lab door as Rachel approached. 

‘T’ve got about thirty seconds to catch Justin Davie before he’s 
history. Get out of my way.” 

“No!” Chloe insisted. “You might get hurt, and we'll risk letting 
someone infected in here. You saw how Alicia acted this morning, and 
she was a tiny girl. How much harder will it be to fight off a cop?” 

Rachel’s thin lips curled slightly. “Bitch, I’m not asking.” 

Chloe’s jaw dropped. 

“Just let her go,” Andy said. “Pll watch the door.” 

“Fine. Be quick,” Chloe said. Her face was red. 

“Later days,” Rachel said, before walking nonchalantly through 
the classroom door that Andy held open for her. 

Once she was out, Andy again shut the door tight. 

“Someone get these off of me,” Jared said from the corner of the 
room. He held up his cuffed hands. 

Chloe sighed. She had nearly forgotten that the trouble maker was 
in the room with her. 

“Yeah, I’ll just get my handcuff key,” Chloe scoffed. 

“Yo, your dad’s a cop...you must know how to get out of these 
things,” Jared said. 

“You really think that?” Chloe asked. “I don’t know how. Why are 
you even in them to begin with?” 

“You saw how the principal was mouthing off to me, dude. I 
couldn’t help it. I slugged him. Emotions got the best of me.” 

“No, I don’t know,” Chloe said. “Chaplik could be a dick, but I’ve 
never had the urge to punch him. Maybe you're better off keeping 
those on.” 

“Fuck you,” Jared said. A blob of spit flew from his lower lip as 


the words left his mouth. 

Nolan stood up at his desk, as if awoken from a trance. “Watch 
your mouth, dickhead,” he said lowly and quietly. “She saved your ass 
this morning.” 

“Oh, great. The baby has woken up from his nap. Hello space 
cadet, come in space cadet—do you copy? Earth to space cadet.” 
Jared clapped his hands mockingly, the cuffs jingling as he did so. 

“Knock it off, Jared,” Chloe said. 

Andy charged to the front of the room. “All of us have got to shut 
the fuck up and take three seconds to breathe, and figure out what to 
do next.” 

The room went silent. 

“My truck is parked outside. I can get us all home.” Andy pulled a 
tin of chewing tobacco from his jeans, opened the cap, took out a 
slimy wad and stuffed it deep under his lower lip. “If you’re all up for 
it.” 

No one answered. 

“What other choice do we have?” Nolan said. 

“The other choice is that we stay right here and wait for help. I 
think that’s what we should do.” Chloe leaned back against the 
chalkboard behind her and put her hands on her hips. 

“Jesus Christ,” Jared groaned. “There’s no help coming, can’t you 
see that? We’ve been stuck here all morning, and the only one they 
sent to help us is now roaming the hallway doing his best Night of the 
Living Dead impression. We’re all fucked. F-U-C-K-E-D fucked. Andy’s 
right, we should get out of here.” 

“Thanks for the input,” Chloe said, and she crossed her arms. “Are 
you really on board with this, Nolan?” 

“It’s risky,” Nolan said. “But I still think that we’ve got to go.” 

“That settles it,” Andy said. He hocked a wad of spit and tobacco 
juice onto the floor beside him. “Let’s go. We can’t do it alone.” 

The lights in the chemistry lab flickered. 

“That’s a good sign,” Chloe mumbled. 

“Yeah, Chlo’. It’s a good sign that we get movin’ before the power 
goes out. Come on.” Andy walked over to the chemistry lab door. 

Chloe took a deep breath as the four students convened at the 
front of the room. Once everyone was together, they all looked to 
Andy to lead the way. 

“All right,” Andy said, and he extended his hand towards Chloe. 
Chloe looked at his hand, and then the extinguisher, and then back to 
his hand. Reluctantly, she handed the makeshift weapon over. “We'll 
get over to the library, then cut through there. That’s the quickest way 
back to the front entrance. We ready?” 

The group nodded. 


“Let’s do it.” 

Andy was the first to peek his head from the classroom door. He 
looked left and then right. No sign of Officer Blankenship or Rachel 
Epps. The hall was eerily quiet and empty. 

After Andy stepped out, Chloe, Nolan, and Jared followed close 
behind him. The four students crept forward through the hallway the 
same way a young child would sneak downstairs after bedtime for a 
cookie. 

Nolan couldn’t help but try to peek through each narrow 
classroom door window as he passed. Some rooms were full of 
students, huddled together and giving the foursome a puzzled look. 
No one stepped outside to join them. Other rooms were completely 
empty. 

Once they reached the end of the science hallway, Andy tiptoed 
forward and turned right to get a glance of the hall that led to the 
library. Nothing but rows of lockers on either side, and flickering 
fluorescent light bulbs above illuminating the way. 

“We're clear,” Andy whispered. 

Drip. Drip. Drip. 

“Do you hear that?” Nolan asked. 

“Hear what?” Chloe said. She tugged Andy’s shirt to keep him 
from going any further. 

“Guys, let’s go, we’re almost there,” Andy said impatiently. 

“Sh,” Nolan said. 

Drip. Drip. Drip. 

Nolan said, “It’s coming from the stairwell behind us.” 

“Well,” Andy said, his hands on his waist. “Luckily we don’t need 
to take the stairs.” 

“Someone might be hurt. Shouldn’t we check it out?” Nolan asked. 

Andy grabbed Nolan by the shoulders and shook him. “Someone 
probably is hurt, Nolan. We’re not the rescue party. We’re the get-the- 
hell-out-of-here-alive party.” Andy snapped his fingers. “Let’s. Go.” 

Chloe split Nolan and Andy apart. “God, Andy. He’s just trying to 
look out for all of us.” 

Jared, who stood closest to the stairwell doors, inched closer to 
them. “I'll take a look.” 

“No!” Chloe said, but Jared had already leaned against the 
stairwell door enough to open it. 

Jared looked down at a pool of blood mysteriously growing at the 
base of the stairs. 

Drip. Drip. 

Slowly, Jared turned his head upwards. One flight up, leaning 
against a railing, was Rachel Epps. She looked pretty, almost, with her 
short brunette hair and trendy eyeglasses that perfectly framed her 


face. Pinned between Rachel and the railing was a student who 
writhed limply and weakly as he tried to push Rachel away. Rachel 
was hungrily chewing on the young man’s ear and neck. Gnash, gnash, 
slurp. A steady trickle of blood flowed from the boy’s face, and to the 
railing behind him, where it accumulated and drip-dropped from the 
railing to the floor. Like a leaky faucet. 

“Jesus...Christ,” Jared said. The stairway reeked; it smelled like 
loose change. Jared covered his face both in horror and to block the 
sickening, metallic smell. 

Rachel snapped away from her prey, and watched Jared peer up 
from the floor beneath her. She let out a guttural howl, and in one 
swift motion she picked her victim up and tossed him over the railing. 

Whunk. 

Before Jared could react, the lifeless body that Rachel was feeding 
on toppled through the air and landed on him. 

“Oh, my God!” Chloe screamed. 

Nolan ran to the stairwell, hoping that he could help Jared to his 
feet. Racing down the steps before him was Rachel. 

“It’s too late,” Andy said, grabbing Nolan by the collar. “We gotta’ 
go, we gotta’ go.” 

Nolan, Chloe, and Andy sprinted down the hallway towards the 
entrance of the library. Jared’s screams and cries reverberated off of 
the walls as they ran. 


When the three reached the library, they were confronted with yelling 
and chaos. 

“What’s going on in here?” Chloe asked to a girl speeding by. 

“That cop is in here!” 

“Let’s run straight through,” Andy ordered. He accidentally 
dropped the fire extinguisher as he started to bolt. 

With no time to question his plan, Chloe and Nolan breezed 
behind him, and the group waded through the crowds of students. 
Tripping over each other, the three darted around overturned desks 
and bookshelves until at last they were at the other end of the library. 

“So close,” Andy cheered. 

The three of them dashed forward and towards the main entrance. 
Nolan glanced at the empty nurse’s station where they were corralled 
just a few hours earlier. Up ahead were the tall glass doors to the 
school’s entrance; through them, Nolan could see his school bus still 
smoldering. 

Andy yanked a lanyard from his pocket and clicked a remote. Up 
ahead in the parking lot, a mint-green F150 chirped to life. 

Chloe was the first to the doors and pushed through. Breathlessly, 
Nolan and Andy followed. 


A flood of students came running through the doors on either side 
of the trio and into the parking lot below. 

“Let’s ride, before everyone else notices we have a way out of 
here,” Andy said. 

“Your truck is huge, shouldn’t we wait to see who else needs a 
lift?” Nolan asked, and the three approached the mammoth sized 
vehicle. 

“Oh, there he is—there’s Mr. Good Idea Nolan. Your last good 
idea is the reason Jared is dead, by the way.” 

Nolan swallowed and felt his eyes start to burn. 

“Who said you were invited anyway?” Andy asked. 

“What?” Chloe cried. “Nolan goes with us, or I don’t go at all.” 

“T thought you might say that,” Andy said with a scoff. “That’s the 
only reason I asked him along in the first place.” 

Nolan stood sheepishly behind the two. 

“You are such a douche bag,” Chloe said, grinding her teeth. 

“Just go,” Nolan mumbled. 

Andy grabbed Chloe by the elbow. “You heard him, babe. Let’s 


”? 


go. 

Chloe snarled, “I’m not your babe.” 

In a lightning-fast movement, Chloe kneed her right leg forward, 
making direct contact with Andy’s groin. Andy let out a huff and 
drooped forward. A bewildered look sprawled across his face. With 
one hand covering his groin and the other leaning on the hood of his 
truck for support, he struggled for balance. 

“You fucking bitch. You just lost your way out of here—” 

Chloe threw a balled up fist forward. It landed in the center of 
Andy’s face. He dropped to the cement on his back and watched the 
sky above, his nostrils filling with blood. 

Chloe bent forward and grabbed Andy’s lanyard. 

“Nolan, get in the fucking truck,” Chloe shouted, her chest 
heaving. 

Nolan hopped into the passenger seat. 

“What, you gonna’ steal my truck?” Andy said. He laughed so 
hard, he coughed. “Low and behold, the mighty Chloe.” 

Chloe spit into Andy’s face. “You disgust me.” 

“You’re fucked, you’re so fucked,” Andy said with a chuckle and 
he rolled onto his side. “As soon as I get home I’m calling the cops and 
my father’s lawyer. You'll be so fucked. [’ll be getting a quarter off of 
every dollar your asshole dad makes for the rest of his life—” 

Chloe kicked Andy in the neck, then climbed into the driver’s seat, 
and started the engine. The colossal truck roared to life. 

The parking lot had mostly emptied out by then, and Chloe had 
no trouble peeling out onto Pigeon Hill Road. With the accelerator 


floored, the massive vehicle zoomed towards the valley below. 


Neither Chloe or Nolan said much to the other for most of the trip 
back into town. The car ride was quiet and uncomfortable. 

“T think...I think ’'m going to be sick,” Nolan groaned, his hand on 
his stomach. The truck reached the bottom of the hill. 

“You won't be sick,” Chloe said calmly. Her eyes didn’t leave the 
road ahead and her hands gripped the steering wheel firmly. The 
knuckles on her right hand started turning several shades of purple 
and blue. 

The truck sped by Nolan’s house. Nolan watched his home pass by 
in a blur. There were no lights on inside or other signs of life. His 
parents car was absent in the driveway. 

Chloe glanced over at Nolan as he somberly stared out the 
passenger window. 

“T didn’t even think—Nolan, I can stop,” Chloe offered. 

“What’s the point?” Nolan asked. “They’re not home anyway.” 

Chloe’s shoulders slumped. Nolan had been trying to call his 
parents all morning, and each call was unsuccessful. The calls either 
dropped, or connected to voicemail, or rang again and again without 
answer. She didn’t know what to say. 

Chloe grinded the truck to an abrupt stop and parked it on the 
street in front of her home. She hopped out and met Nolan on the 
other side of the vehicle. He looked ready to fall apart. 

“I’m sorry,” Chloe said as she wrapped her arms around Nolan and 
pulled him close for a tight hug. “I’m sure they’re fine—” 

A thunderous boom interrupted Chloe. Her and Nolan turned in 
the direction it was coming from and watched a bright light flash 
through the gloomy clouds above. 

The light streaked over Pigeon Hill and lowly through the sky. 

Instinctively, Chloe ran towards the front door of her house, 
pulling Nolan with her as she dashed. She tugged her keys from her 
pocket and fumbled with the front lock. Her hands turned icy and 
numb. 

“Don’t look,” Chloe said as she pushed Nolan through the door. 
“Let’s just get inside.” 


TWELVE 


Dana had nearly reached her car when a voice shouted to her from 
behind. 

“Where are you going?” 

Dana spun around. It was Shelby, her neighbor. The two hadn’t 
seen each other since Dana walked Elliott earlier in the morning. 
Shelby was standing on her back patio, her tiny Pomeranian clenched 
tightly under her arm. 

“You shouldn’t be going out,” Shelby said. She took long draws off 
a cigarette as she spoke. “Christ, haven’t you been watching the 
news?” 

Dana slid her car keys back into her coat pocket and strolled over 
to Shelby’s patio. “I need to grab a few things from the grocery stor. 
Can I bring you back anything?” 

Shelby just sighed and exhaled puff after puff of smoke. “Yeah. My 
husband.” 

“Stan hasn’t come home yet?” Dana asked. 

“He called earlier from the office. Said they were closing shop 
early so that everyone could go home. Be with their families.” Shelby 
flicked her wrist to check her watch, her cigarette rested between her 
lips. “That was an hour ago, Dana. An hour.” 

Dana reached across the wooden railing between her and Shelby 
and placed a comforting hand on her neighbor’s shoulder. “I wouldn’t 
worry,” Dana said softly. “There are roadblocks all over town—they 
wouldn’t let me into my own high school this morning. Traffic is a 
disaster, there were a few accidents during my commute this morning. 
He’s probably just stuck—” 

“He isn’t stuck anywhere, Dana,” Shelby said and she started to 
sob. “Something’s wrong and I know it. And this miserable phone isn’t 
working for shit!” Abruptly, Shelby reeled her hand back and sent her 
cell phone hurdling across the concrete floor of her patio. It bounced, 
then skipped, before sliding to a rest outside Shelby’s sliding glass 
door. The screen shattered. 

Dana stood motionless, frozen by the awkwardness of the 
situation. All she wanted was to get a move on for the grocery store. 
After the White House’s press conference, she was certain there would 
be a mob swarming the local Shop-and-Save. 

Shelby broke the uncomfortable silence by asking, “Do you read 
the bible?” 

Dana looked blankly at Shelby, unsure of how to answer. As a 
child, Dana’s family celebrated Easter and Christmas, and as an 
undergraduate she read a few pages of the bible for a religious studies 


course. But, no—Dana didn’t read the bible. 

Shelby scoffed. “These are the end times. The first bowl of 
judgment. I’ve been glued to my television all morning. The awful shit 
they get away with showing on TV now. Parents eating their children. 
Brothers eating brothers. They’re eating the flesh off of the people 
they love. Why?” The Pomeranian under her arm looked increasingly 
uncomfortable as Shelby spoke. “Their faces rot and peel away and 
still they just keep trying to eat those closest to them. Have you seen 
this? It’s all over the Internet.” 

Dana shrugged. “I’ve seen the news.” 

Shelby flicked her cigarette off of her patio and switched her 
Pomeranian to the other arm. “And the Lord will send a plague on all 
the nations. Their people will become like walking corpses, their flesh 
rotting away. Their eyes will rot in their sockets, and their tongues 
will rot in their mouths.” 

With a sigh, Dana put her hands on her hips and squinted. “I 
never knew you were so religious.” 

Shelby laughed. “I’m not. I heard that on the news—but it’s pretty 
good, right? Seems to sum everything up fairly well.” 

Dana huffed and turned back around for the parking lot. “If I see 
Stan, [’ll let him know how worried you are.” She paced hurriedly 
towards her Prius before Shelby could waste anymore of her time. 
“He’s probably at the store himself.” 

Finally in her driver’s seat, Dana plugged a key into the car’s 
ignition and turned it. The car made a pathetic scraping noise, and the 
engine failed to turn over. 

“Bastard,” Dana yelled. She slammed her hands on the steering 
wheel before taking a deep breath. She was certain that the strain she 
had put on her car that morning was the cause of her troubles. 

Dana took another deep breath and tried again, being careful not 
to flood her engine. Hopeful to get moving, she stayed calm and 
summoned every bit of car knowledge her father had imparted on her 
over the years. She turned the key as she stomped the accelerator, and 
with a victorious hum the engine turned. The car rattled to life. 

Dana turned onto Oak without incident. It was when she 
approached the intersection for Maple that the trouble began. The 
crossroads were gridlocked and a relentless drone of honking and 
hollering radiated from the street. She sat in the right turn lane for 
Maple for several minutes before she reached the intersection. When it 
was her turn to go, she nosed forward slowly, squeezing the small car 
into an empty space in the line of cars traveling northbound. 

She was almost to the Shop-and-Save when she saw one in person 
for the first time—someone who was infected. There was no mistaking 
that the man was ill; he looked just like all the others that Dana 


watched on TV throughout the morning. 

With East Violet being such a small town, Dana was surprised that 
she didn’t recognize the gentleman. He was gray-haired and wore a 
light Harrington jacket. The horn-rimmed glasses he was wearing 
helped conceal how sunken and grotesque his eyes looked—a creamy 
yellow where white should be, and bloodshot. The man moved slowly 
and hunched. He looked confused and angry, and Dana couldn’t help 
but feel a tremendous sadness deep in her chest for the man. 

In the back seat of the sedan in front of Dana, a six year old girl 
was smiling and taking pictures with a cell phone from her passenger 
window. A parent in the front of the car turned around and smacked 
the girls’ hand, and a group of officers descended upon the man in the 
street. 

The officers barked a series of commands at the man in the 
Harrington, and he ignored each one. Traffic started inching forward. 
Dana could get a better look at the fellow as her Prius rolled slowly by 
him. His lips were flaky. His cheeks were covered in open sores and 
blisters, and his skin was as gray as the dreary clouds that hung so low 
in the early afternoon sky. 

Just then a barrage of gunfire rang out. Dana slammed her foot on 
the brake pedal and the Prius lurched to a stop. She put her forearms 
over her ears and shut her eyes tight. When the firing had ceased she 
reopened them. Lying motionless on the sidewalk was the man in the 
Harrington jacket. 

Dana stared at the scene beside her, until a symphony of angry 
honks persuaded her to keep driving. She had never witnessed 
anything so awful in her life. 


After what felt like an eternity, Dana pulled into the chaotic parking 
lot of the Shop-and-Save. Cars blocked each aisle of parking spots, 
leaving her little room to move or maneuver through the jammed lot. 
Every spot was taken, and the air was filled with screeching tires, 
revving engines, honking, and profanity. 

On the outside of the parking lot was a thin patch of grass where 
several vehicles parked. As Dana approached it, a dark blue coupe 
unexpectedly backed out in front of her. A woman driving a gold 
minivan one aisle over noticed the coupe leaving at the same time 
Dana did, and the two began racing towards the soon to be open spot. 
By sheer luck, the coupe had backed out in the direction of the 
minivan—not Dana—and blocked the minivan out, allowing Dana to 
swerve into the open spot as the coupe drove away. The woman in the 
minivan rolled down her window and shouted something obscene at 
Dana before sputtering off. Dana ignored it, stepped out of her car, 
and locked her doors. 


Dana huffed her way to the front of the Shop-and-Save. A fat, 
blonde haired boy in a green smock stood in front of the store 
entrance, his hands cupped in front of his mouth. “We will be closing 
within the hour,” the chubby employee yelled. “Again—our store will 
be closed within the next hour.” 

Dana squeezed through the crowd of people near the front 
entrance. The stocky employee gave her a dirty look as she grabbed 
one of the few remaining shopping carts and wheeled it into the store. 

The wheels of the shopping cart wanted to bounce and roll in any 
direction other than forward, so pushing it was a struggle. Dana 
managed to get the cart to aisle four, where she planned on stocking 
up on bottled water. 

When she turned the cart into the aisle, it was deserted; 
everything seemed to have been picked clean. Still, Dana diligently 
checked each shelf, hoping to find water—or anything else useful— 
that may have been overlooked. 

In the middle of the aisle, deep in the back of a center shelf, Dana 
spotted two cases of bottled water and a gallon jug of spring water. 
She raced her cart forward then reached her arms deep into the shelf, 
but the water was just too far out of reach for her to grab. She looked 
up and down the aisle—there was no one to ask for help. Not that she 
would want to ask for help, anyway; she was convinced that anyone 
who noticed her discovery would try to take the water for themselves. 

Dana grunted and reached her arms back once more. Not even 
close. Desperate, she stood on her tiptoes and pushed her upper body 
slightly into the shelf. Balanced on just her left foot, she squeezed 
herself far enough in that she could barely brush her fingertips against 
a case of water. 

Almost got it, she thought, and she flicked her fingers wildly. 

With no warning, the shelf snapped downward. Dana plummeted 
as she and the shelf fell to the floor. 

Well. That works. Dana crawled forward on her hands and knees, 
grabbed the packages of water, and dragged them back to her cart. 

With the water loaded, she swooped up the empty aisle and 
headed for aisle six—canned goods. She brushed herself off, happy 
that no one had seen her embarrassing fall. 

The soup aisle was much busier and had yet to be picked clean. 
There were too many customers crowding the aisle for her to 
maneuver her cart through; so, against her better judgment, Dana 
parked the cart at the end of the aisle and quickly sprinted into the 
fray of customers. Without bothering to check the labels, she grabbed 
an armful of assorted canned foods. 

When she weaseled her way back to the front of the aisle, Dana 
immediately noticed her cart was missing. Are you kidding me—I was 


gone for thirty seconds! She looked to the left, and to the right, and 
then to the left again, before she noticed a hefty man in a gray 
sweatshirt slip out of sight in a nearby aisle. 

Dana followed him, and when she approached she recognized her 
cart right away. 

“Excuse me,” she said. She dropped the dozen or so cans into the 
front of her cart. 

“What’s your problem, lady?” the dopey-faced customer asked. 

“You have my cart,” Dana said, hoping that her politeness and 
curtness might substitute for vulgarity. She had no doubt that the 
slovenly looking man knew very well what he had done. 

The man, dressed head-to-toe in gray sweats, cackled and let go of 
the handle of the cart. “My mistake, I thought it was mine.” 

Dana nodded, avoided eye contact with the fellow, and pulled the 
cart towards her by the front basket. When it was near enough she 
grabbed it by the handle and started down the aisle ahead of her. 

“Well, at least let me introduce myself and apologize,” the man 
called out as Dana strolled away. 

Without looking back, Dana rolled her eyes. “I’m in a hurry—I’m 
sure you understand. Thanks.” 

“Name’s Earl,” the stout customer hollered as he chased behind 
Dana. When he was close enough, he lightly grabbed the basket of her 
cart to stop her. Dana stopped, her thin fingers wrapped snugly 
around the handle of her cart. 

“Dana,” she said bluntly. “Nice to meet you, Earl. Stay safe out 
there.” She tried to roll her cart forward, but Earl stood still, his hand 
resting on the front of her cart. 

“Dana,” Earl clicked. “That’s a pretty name. What’s a lady like 
yourself doing alone on a day like this?” 

“Respectfully, Earl...I’d say that’s none of your business.” 

Earl chuckled. “Sure is my business! I gots me a nice little cabin 
not very far from here. Nice ‘n cozy. Plenty of room if you needed 
somewhere to be, you know, protected.” 

“That’s a great offer, Earl. Wow. Thanks. But I really should be 
going, my husband is waiting for me in the car outside and he’ll start 
to get awfully nervous if I don’t get back soon.” Dana rolled the cart 
forward again, only this time Earl let go. 

“Huh. Is that so? What kind of man lets his wife wander around 
alone on a day like today? What, with all the freaks out and such.” 

Dana said nothing and narrowed her eyes. 

“Well, you be careful out there little lady,” Earl said as he slinked 
away in the opposite direction of Dana. 

What a fucking creep! Dana thought. 

Trying to forget what had just happened, Dana scurried towards 


the front of the store. As she did, she picked up whatever items looked 
good along the way: string cheese, a box of crackers, a loaf of bread. 
Some sticks of pepperoni, even though they conflicted with every 
single one of Dana’s health-minded virtues. 

The cash register lines at the front of the store were swamped, 
each one flooded with customers. The white lamp above each cashier 
blinked on and off to signal that there was a problem with that 
particular register. 

“Cash only,” one store employee would yell, as they directed 
customers towards a certain set of registers. “Credit only,” another 
would instruct, before directing mobs of people towards a different set 
of registers. 

This makes Black Friday shopping look like a cakewalk, Dana 
thought, and she steered her cart towards a credit-only line. From the 
back of the queue she watched a young cashier argue with a customer. 
It was hard to make out the specifics, but it sounded like the 
customer’s card had been declined and the cashier was refusing to run 
it again. 

All over the front of the store similar arguments could be heard. 
Employees complained about registers malfunctioning and customers 
complained about the long wait times. Still, Dana stood in line 
patiently, hoping that before long she would be able to pay for her 
items and leave. 

The argument at the front of Dana’s checkout lane came to a 
boiling point. The customer with the declined credit card reached 
across the register and grabbed the cashier by her smock before 
slapping her across the face. When the two separated, the customer 
grabbed her cart and charged for the front exit. “Stop her, she didn’t 
pay,” the cashier cried out as the customer pressed forward. 

The crowds of waiting customers watched the non-paying 
customer carry on, thrusting her cart towards the front door. When 
another employee tried to stop her, she pushed the cart into him, 
knocking him over. 

All of the irate customers surrounding Dana began to look at one 
another, and then at their carts. A second customer cut out of the line 
he was waiting in, ran forward, and zoomed out into the parking lot 
with his unpaid items. 

One by one, customers started charging towards the front exit of 
the store without paying. It started slowly, with only a trickle of 
customers brazen enough to commit theft. Soon, however, droves of 
agitated customers stampeded out of the grocery store. With police 
nowhere in sight and the Shop-and-Save employees greatly 
outnumbered, there was nothing standing in the way of those who 
refused to pay. 


Dana was being shoved and knocked in all different directions as 
the customers around her stormed out of the store. She took a moment 
to think about what to do, but when a push from behind her struck 
her so hard that she nearly fell over, the decision was easy. Dana 
pulled her scarf up over her face then joined the crowd around her as 
they fled from the store. 

Dana felt claustrophobic and overwhelmed as she crammed her 
way through the front exit, shoulder to shoulder with crazed shoppers 
on either side of her. 

When finally she broke free, she hurried forward, dodging cars 
and shoppers as she rushed to her parking spot on the outer edge of 
the parking lot. 

With her Prius in sight, Dana pulled out her keys. She clicked a 
button and the trunk of her car unlatched. She pulled her shopping 
cart beside her car and tossed her loose groceries into the back. 

“Husband’s waitin’ for ya, huh?” a voice asked from behind Dana. 

Dana ignored the voice and quickly finished flinging the last of 
her groceries into the trunk of her car. Once she was done, she 
slammed it shut then paced towards the driver’s door. 

“Hey now, missy,” Earl beckoned. He rested a meaty, sweaty hand 
on her shoulder. “Somethin’ tells me you didn’t pay for those 
groceries.” 

Dana spun around at Earl’s touch. 

“Come on, let’s go back to my place, before the po-po git’chu for 
shoplifting.” Earl raised his eyebrows and ran his tongue across his 
lower lip. 

“No thank you,” Dana said in a firm tone. She clutched her keys in 
her hand. Her heart begin to race and her palms turned slippery with 
sweat. 

“But I insist,” Earl said slowly. His eyes flickered. 

“T’ll be fine,” Dana said weakly, before swallowing hard. “Please.” 
She thought of the small canister of mace tucked in her back pocket. 

Earl let out a long sigh. “Listen, bitch. Stop breaking my balls.” He 
slowly pulled up his sweatshirt, revealing the wood grip handle of the 
revolver tucked inside his waistband. “Now give me your keys and 
let’s go—” 

Before the assailant could finish his sentence, a powerful burst 
exploded overhead. Dana and her attacker both looked up and tried to 
focus their eyes on the orangey blur streaking lowly through the 
overcast sky. 

Dana quickly snapped her eyes forward and noticed that her 
aggressor was still fixated on the bright orb sailing through the sky 
above them. Without a second more of hesitation, Dana dropped her 
keys and grabbed her fathers hunting knife from her front pocket. In 


one smooth, fluid motion, Dana jerked the knife from her pants and 
flicked it open. She took a deep breath, raised her hand, and plunged 
the knife deep into Earl’s neck. 

Earl let out a horrific, agonizing growl, grabbed at his collar, and 
fell forward on his knees. Dana yanked the knife from Earl’s neck, and 
though it was still oily with blood, she folded it and returned it to her 
front pocket. Earl dropped flat onto the ground. Trembling. Howling. 

Dana kneeled down over her would-be attacker, pulled up his 
sweatshirt and then tugged on his waistband. He smelled acrid and 
un-showered—almost like spoiled cheese. Trying her best not to gag, 
Dana grabbed the revolver tucked in Earl’s waistband, then stood back 
up. Once standing, she stuffed the gun into her front coat pocket. 

She looked peacefully up at the sky, ignoring the whimpers of the 
man between her feet and the sound of a police siren rushing towards 
her. She tried to find the gleaming object that just seconds ago 
illuminated the dark sky above. It was gone now, and there was 
nothing between the clouds except the faint, smoky trail that it left 
behind. 


THIRTEEN 


The jumbo 757 descended smoothly through the sky and made its 
final approach for Heathrow. Captain Roy Hurley was pleased with 
the time it took for the transatlantic flight to complete. Thanks to a 
favorable jet stream current, the flight from New York to London was 
thirty-five minutes shorter than average. 

Beside Captain Hurley was his co-captain, Russell Cooper, and 
seated behind them was their auxiliary pilot, Glenn Sloan. Once the 
flight was complete, Captain Hurley would exit the aircraft and enjoy 
a nice relaxing night in his room at a Travelodge just outside London. 
Following the assigned rotation, Russell would assume command as 
Captain, and Glenn would take responsibility as co-captain. A third 
pilot would board in London—a fellow named Zahir Barrett, if the 
schedule chart in the cabin was to be believed—and Barret would fly 
back to the states as the auxiliary pilot. 

Captain Hurley gave a nudge to Russell, and then pointed behind 
their seats with his thumb. Glenn had fallen into such a deep sleep in 
the final hour of the flight that he had started to snore obnoxiously. 
Russell reached behind and slapped Glenn’s knee, startling him out of 
his sleep. Glenn sprung forward in his seat and scanned the cabin, 
then wiped a blob of drool from his chin with his sleeve. 

Russell couldn’t help but smile. It wasn’t uncommon for the 
auxiliary pilot—technically known as the in-flight engineer—to doze 
off during transatlantic crossings. The position wasn’t even mandated 
by any laws or regulations, but rather the role was implemented so 
that their employer, Oceanic Airlines, could brag at annual 
shareholder meetings about how much their airline was a cut above 
the competition. 

The rubber tires of the 757 touched down without incident, then 
slowly taxied to a stop at a nearby loading gate. In the cabin of the 
plane, passengers began to stir. Captain Hurley picked up the 
airplane’s intercom, wished all of his passengers a happy stay in 
London, and thanked them for flying Oceanic. For the duration of the 
captain’s short speech, Russell mocked him silently, pantomiming the 
pilot’s facial gestures. Russell and Roy had flown together for years, 
and their work relationship had gradually turned into a friendship, the 
nature of which allowed for a frat boy playfulness between the two 
that Roy wouldn’t have tolerated with anyone else. 

Captain Hurley stood up and stretched his legs. When the nine 
flight attendants on board had emptied out the cabin of the plane, he 
exited the cockpit. 

“You two have a safe flight back home,” Captain Hurley wished. 


“Oh, and Sloan, I know you haven’t worked with Cooper before so be 
careful—he can get a little touchy feely.” 

With that, Captain Hurley left, leaving Russell and Glenn alone in 
the cockpit. 

“T’m sorry about that, sir,” Glenn mumbled nervously. 

“For what, the sleeping?” Russell asked. 

“Yes, sir, I—” 

“Hey, cut the ‘yes, sir’ crap right now. I’m not that formal. When I 
used to work auxiliary I nodded off constantly. I can’t tell you how 
many times I’ve slept my way across the Atlantic Ocean.” 

“Ts that so, sir—I mean...” 

“For the rest of this flight you'll refer to me as Russell, 
understand?” Russell said. He smacked Glenn jokingly on the 
shoulder. “Not as ‘sir’ and definitely not as ‘Mr. Cooper.’ Mr. Cooper’s 
my father, and I am not my father.” 

Glenn smiled and stood up with a nod. 

“Go ahead, go take a piss, or whatever you have to do,” Russell 
instructed. “They’ll be done refueling soon and before you know it 
we'll be boarding again. Get a coffee. Take a walk.” 

Glenn nodded and ducked out of the small doorframe leading to 
the cabin of the aircraft. A few moments later, a striking, grinning 
brunette peeked into the cockpit. 

“Renee,” Russell said, returning the smile as he looked up from a 
clipboard. “Are you my in-flight entertainment?” 

Renee’s emerald eyes lit up. “Are you off once we’re back in New 
York?” 

“For two whole days,” Russell said. “And yourself?” 

“What a coincidence, I’ve got all of next week off.” 

“Is that so?” Russell asked. He surveyed all five feet of the slim 
flight attendant with hungry eyes. “Well, how about after we land, we 
go over to my place and spend the next forty-eight hours going over 
every square inch of—” 

Before he was able to finish his thought, Russell noticed Glenn 
standing behind Renee in the cockpit doorway. He held two Styrofoam 
cups. 

“Oh, Jesus,” Russell said, pressing a palm against his forehead. 

“I brought coffee,” Glenn offered with a nervous laugh. 

“Thank you so much Glenn, really, but Miss Renee here typically 
brings me my coffee. Personally.” 

Glenn, not taking the hint, wormed his way back into the cockpit. 

“Well. I'll leave you two to your preparations, Captain,” Renee 
said with a flirtatious smile. 

Russell climbed out of his seat and offered it to Glenn. As Russell 
exited the cabin, he turned to his co-pilot. “The snoring thing? That 


was cute. But being a cock block? You’re starting to annoy me, Sloan,” 
and with that Russell took off for the passenger’s cabin. 

Renee was in the flight attendant quarters stocking a cart and 
making her preflight rounds when Russell approached her. He had 
nearly put one hand on her waist when a bubbly blond appeared from 
the curtain behind Renee. 

“Russell!” the tall attendant cheered. She gave the captain a quick 
hug and a peck on each cheek. “So good to work with you today!” 

“Great to work with you, too, Sam,” Russell said half-heartedly. 

Russell stepped aside from the two attendants and made his way 
to a lavatory. Renee mouthed to him, “I guess it isn’t meant to be.” 

Samantha leaned against a cabinet. “Did I interrupt something?” 

Renee shook her head in disdain. 

“Oh, please. If I’m not getting any, neither are you,” Samantha 
said with a laugh. She opened a cabinet door and shuffled around 
some plastic cups. 

“That’s going to change when we get to New York,” Renee 
quipped back with a smirk. 

Captain Russell stepped out of the lavatory and made his return to 
the front of the plane alongside Renee, so that the two could greet 
each passenger as they boarded. 

“How much longer?” Russell asked. 

“About ten minutes before we start boarding. We’ll be ready for 
takeoff in about thirty.” Renee grinned and adjusted her skirt. 


In no time at all the cabin of the aircraft began filling with passengers. 
Captain Russell and Renee smiled and greeted each traveller, 
welcoming them aboard. When the last passenger had boarded, 
Russell returned to the cockpit. Glenn was hard at work making final 
preparations as Zahir began strapping himself in. 

“Bennet, is it?” Russell asked, extending a hand to Zahir. 

“Yes, sir—” 

“Nope, number one rule of my flights are that you call me 
Russell,” the captain insisted. 

“Not a problem,” Zahir replied. 

“Ah,” Russell said as he gave Zahir a firm pat on the shoulder. 
“You see this, Sloan? Zahir gets it. You should take some notes.” 

Behind the cockpit, Renee stood at the front of the plane and 
made her passengers aware of the now lit fasten seat belt sign. She 
instructed them to make sure that their carry on luggage was put 
away and to turn off any electronic devices. 

After the flight attendants had finished their routine spiels on 
safety and emergency preparedness, Renee gave a light knock on the 
cockpit door to signal to the captain that the flight crew was ready for 


takeoff. 

“OCA 116 to tower, we are ready for takeoff,” Russell said into his 
radio. 

“Copy OCA 116, hold short of active runway, wait for takeoff 
orders,” a crackled voice replied through the radio. A moment later 
the voice returned. “OCA 116 cleared for takeoff.” 

Captain Russell said, “Roger, switching to departure frequency,” 
then coolly taxied towards the runway. Once in position, Glenn and 
himself throttled the colossal aircraft forward and took off into the 
golden sky ahead of them. 


The first leg of the journey had been routine and uneventful. To fill 
the dead air, Russell tried to make small talk with Barrett and Sloan. 

“What made you boys want to be pilots?” Russell asked. He didn’t 
know either of the young men as well as he knew Captain Hurley. 

Barrett was the first to respond. “My father was a pilot in the 
Royal Air Force. Suppose it’s in me blood, yeah?” 

Russell nodded with a grin. “You two get along?” 

“Along enough, I guess.” 

“That’s good, that’s good,” Russell said. His head kept bobbing but 
his smile faded. “I was never supposed to be a pilot. And I hear it 
every time I go home.” 

“How’s that?” Barrett asked. 

“My father’s a doctor. Used to be a surgeon, until old age caught 
up,” Russell said. The pilot held his hands up and stretched his fingers. 
“Arthritis.” 

“Pops wanted you to follow in his footsteps?” Barrett said. 

“I guess so,” Russell said with a sigh. “But ever since I was a 
youngster I wanted to fly.” 

Meanwhile, in the rear of the plane, Renee began her ten-minute 
break with Samantha in the flight attendant quarters. The passengers, 
for the most part, were quiet and not at all needy. Many of them 
dozed off as the aircraft started the last half of its journey. There was 
no scenery to look at other than mile after mile of endless ocean that 
passed beneath them. Sleep came naturally. 

Renee played with her phone, an activity that was usually a major 
violation of in-flight rules. But, with Russell at the helm, she knew she 
could get away with it. She would often connect to the plane’s Wi-Fi 
and play random opponents online at Sudoku or word puzzles. It 
helped to pass the time during long and boring transatlantic flights. 

“The bald guy in 29 is being a real charmer,” Samantha said, and 
she poured herself a cup of coffee. “Be careful, I think he tried to grab 
my ass.” 

Renee laughed. “You think everyone tries to grab your ass.” 


“For real, Renee. I leaned over to pick up a napkin I dropped—a 
napkin I was handing him, that of course he couldn’t be bothered to 
get for himself—and he reached out like some disgusting toddler.” 

“All right, all right, P’ll be careful,” Renee giggled, and she swiped 
her fingers across the glass screen of her phone. A notification popped 
up at the top of her screen that simply read “Important News Alert.” 

“Have you seen this?” Renee asked, worriedly. 

“Seen what?” Samantha said. She took a sip of her coffee. 

“They’re evacuating New York.” 

“What? That’s crazy.” 

“Really, they are. The National Guard is patrolling the city and 
conducting a massive evacuation.” 

“Renee,” Samantha laughed. “Are you on one of those satire news 
sites? You have to be smart with those kinds of things.” 

Renee thrust her phone into Samantha’s hands, angered that her 
coworker wasn’t taking the situation more seriously. Samantha read 
the bright display of the phone with one hand, her coffee cup in the 
other. 

“This must be some sort of mistake,” Samantha said, shaking her 
head. “We would have never taken off if there was some kind of 
emergency evacuation in New York. They would have grounded us.” 

Renee looked at the face of the delicate silver watch wrapped 
around her wrist. A gift from Russell. “We were in the air for almost 
two hours before the evacuation started. Maybe they just wanted us to 
cross and land,” Renee wondered out loud. 

“Hm,” Samantha said, and she handed the phone back to Renee. “I 
don’t think so. We would have circled back and touched down in 
Ireland, at the very least. Don’t you think? Remember two summers 
ago...God, what was it? There was a gas leak. We spent eight hours 
grounded in Belfast. Maybe you weren’t there. All I know is Irish food 
is terrible.” 

“T should let Rus—Captain Cooper know,” Renee said. 

Samantha said, “You’re not the pilot. Let the flyboys worry about 
it. I’m sure they know more about what’s going on than you do from 
some Internet blog. Besides, I know your boy-toy is cool with you 
playing on your fancy phone, but what would the new auxiliary guy 
think if you strolled into the cockpit and admitted you’ve been 
browsing the web—” 

“Renee?” A voice crackled through a speaker above the crew’s 
microwave. “Can you bring the boys and me a few orange juices and 
waters? And an antacid, too. Thanks.” 

“Right away, Captain,” Renee answered. She tugged at her skirt 
and readjusted her uniform. “Speak of the devil.” 

“Need a hand?” Samantha asked as Renee bent down and filled a 


tray with small boxes of orange juice and itty-bitty water bottles. 

“T’ve got this one,” Renee said. She picked up the tray and walked 
to the front of the airliner. 

When she arrived at the cockpit, Zahir opened the door to allow 
her in. She handed the beverages out until the only items left on the 
tray were two wrapped antacids. 

“And who are these for?” Renee said. 

Russell reached out his hand. Renee unwrapped each tablet and 
placed them delicately in the captain’s palm. Russell chewed the 
chalky tablets and swallowed, then followed them with a hard gulp of 
water. He pulled at the collar of his uniform and loosened his tie just 
slightly. 

“Haven't felt good since dinner with my folks yesterday,” Russell 
said with a snicker. 

“Geraldine’s Cedar-Plank salmon?” Renee asked. 

Russell clutched his stomach playfully. “Hey! Only I get to make 
fun of her cooking.” 

Renee smirked and headed for the exit of the cockpit. She thought 
about asking if the crew had heard anything about New York. But, she 
didn’t want to risk upsetting the pilots. Or admit that she had been 
using her cell phone during work. 

“Oh, Renee, hold on. You have to let the girls know there’s been a 
change of plans,” Russell said, before Renee had the chance to leave. 

“Flight Attendants, Russell. Not ‘the girls.’ Jason is with us on this 
flight—” 

Russell interrupted Renee. “Yeah, yeah, sure. Let them know we’re 
landing at LaGuardia.” 

Renee froze. “Why LaGuardia? International flights don’t land 
there—” 

“The order just came in from control. Don’t worry. They’re 
grounding flights and JFK is full. You know how these things go,” 
Russell said calmly. 

“All right, Pll get the word out,” Renee said. Zahir stood to open 
the cockpit door for the attendant. 

“Only the crew, Renee. We’ll let the passenger’s know when we 
come in for final approach. Don’t wanna’ have to listen to them whine 
the whole time, right?” 

“Right...” Renee grumbled. “Should I be concerned, Captain?” 

Russell smiled. “Not at all, dear.” 

Renee nodded and shuffled back to the cabin of the plane. 

“Miss, can I have a water?” a passenger asked, putting his hand up 
as Renee walked by. Without paying much attention to who asked, 
Renee murmured an “of course” and continued on her way to the 
flight attendant quarters. 


“Christ, Renee, you look white as a ghost,” Samantha said. She 
was still where Renee left her, leaned up against a pantry door and 
sipping a coffee. “What’s wrong?” 

“We’re landing in LaGuardia,” Renee said. 

“Really?” Samantha said, surprised by the news. She cocked her 
head to the side. 

“Yeah, they’ve started to ground flights. JFK is out of room.” 

“Out of room?” 

“Come on,” Renee said flatly. “The passengers are getting antsy so 
let’s get back to it. Let the rest of the attendants know as you see 
them. Keep it on the down low with the passengers. If anyone asks 
about New York, play dumb.” 

In the front of the aircraft, Russell was becoming more and more 
restless. He had been cheerful and pleasant all morning, but now he 
was acting strange and incoherent. 

“Are you sure you're feeling okay?” Glenn asked. 

“I’m fine,” Russell said. A cold sweat began to bead up on his 
forehead. 

“You don’t look so well,” Zahir said, concurring with Glenn. 

“Let me take it from here,” Glenn said. “Ill radio control to let 
them know—” 

“No,” Russell yelled, gritting his teeth. “I’m fine.” The captain 
clenched at his stomach. “I'll be right back.” 

Russell suddenly stepped up out of his seat and headed towards 
the cockpit door. How he wished that the craft had a dedicated 
bathroom for pilots. “You two just watch it. When it’s on autopilot, 
the Goddamn thing practically flies itself.” 

Russell quickly unlocked the door and walked into the cabin, 
trying to keep his balance along the way. Zahir locked the cockpit 
behind Russell and returned to his seat. 

A passenger in first class gasped as the captain made his way 
down the narrow aisle. Russell’s face had turned a sickening shade of 
green. 

“How are you doing, ma’am?” the captain asked to the visibly 
frightened passenger. He anxiously attempted to downplay his sudden 
illness. 

Renee appeared from behind a curtain with a water bottle in her 
hand for the passenger who had requested it earlier. When she saw 
Russell standing in the aisle she dropped the bottle and held her hands 
over her mouth. Quickly, she shuffled forward up the aisle to grab 
Russell by the hand and escort him to the restroom. 

“What’s wrong?” Renee asked. 

“Tt’s nothing,” Russell said, putting one hand on the lavatory door. 

“Look at me,” Renee said, holding Russell’s face. She ran a finger 


inconspicuously under the tip of his nose. 

“It’s not that, Renee, Jesus.” Russell slapped away her hand. 
Feeling eyes on her and the pilot, Renee looked beside her, catching a 
glimpse of a passenger recording their interaction with his cell phone 
camera. 

“It hasn’t been that for a very long time,” Russell exclaimed, 
pushing the lavatory door open. “Please, just give me a minute. 
Christ.” 

Russell hurtled his way into the lavatory and slammed the door 
shut behind him. “T’ll be right here,” Renee said quietly through the 
door. 

The groaning and moaning coming from the lavatory was too loud 
to ignore. Passengers had started to turn around in their seats and 
glare at Renee. The look on their faces said that they wanted an 
explanation. 

“Everything is fine, folks, just please stay seated,” Renee said in a 
tone that reeked of nervousness. 

“Is he okay?” one passenger asked. 

“Of course,” Renee responded without hesitation. 

“He doesn’t sound okay,” the passenger said. 

At this point, the confusion and boisterous chatter on board had 
started to wake many of the other passengers. 

Thud, thud, thud. Renee spun around from the looks of worried 
faces to examine the lavatory door. It felt as if Russell was inside 
beating on it. 

“Captain,” Renee whispered, “are you—” 

“He must have a terrible case of the shits,” a nearby passenger 
muttered, just loud enough for Renee to hear. 

Renee glared at the passenger and began feeling for the 
emergency release mechanism that would unlock the lavatory door. 
The pounding and howling inside had turned unnervingly quiet. 

When the door unhinged, Renee let out a spine-chilling scream. 
Russell was curled up on the small lavatory floor. A pool of blood 
spread outward beneath him. 

By now, other passengers on board had stood and noticed the 
collapsed pilot. 

“Everything is fine,” Renee shouted, with tears in her eyes. “We 
will be landing soon without incident. We have two very capable 
pilots at the helm.” 

Glenn turned around in the cockpit to see Zahir sitting idly, frozen 
in fear. Both of them had heard the shouts and screams coming from 
the cabin behind them. 

“Make sure that cockpit door is locked,” Glenn instructed shakily, 
“then get your ass up here and take Cooper’s seat.” 


Zahir did as he was told. 

“This is Pilot Glenn Sloan of OCA 116 radioing to tower at 
LaGuardia,” Glenn said. His reply was nothing but static. 

“Oscar Charlie Alpha 116 to LaGuardia, confirm communication, 
we are currently experiencing a code seven, repeat, code seven.” 

Glenn’s heart was thumping hard now and he felt his skin cool. He 
tried his best to maintain composure and not sound nervous over the 
radio. Finally, a voice responded back. 

“This is LaGuardia, OCA. What’s the status on that code seven?” 

“Unknown,” Glenn replied, “but he’s too unfit to fly. Be advised 
that Oscar Charlie Alpha 116 is now being commandeered by myself, 
Glenn Sloan, with Zahir Barrett as my co-pilot.” 

“Roger, OCA. ETA?” 

Glenn looked at the instrument panel before him, gulped, and 
frantically tried to calculate how long it would be before landing. Far 
off on the horizon he could make out the faintest traces of glimmering 
towers and skyscrapers—New York City. 

“Fifteen minutes until approach, tower,” Glenn stammered. 

“10-4,” a voice replied, “be advised to descend slowly and enter a 
holding pattern. There’s a lot of traffic down here right now with all 
the flights diverted from JFK.” 

“Roger that, tower,” Glenn said, and he nosed the aircraft gently 
downward. 

In the center of the plane, Renee was standing above Russell, 
caressing his arm. Samantha had appeared behind the pilot and 
attendant. When she heard the commotion coming from the front of 
the plane, she came rushing to investigate. When she saw the captain 
collapsed, she walked the plane, looking for a doctor. 

“Anyone?” Renee asked. Her voice cracked and her eyes filled 
with tears. 

“I’m sorry,” Samantha answered. 

“I don’t think he’s breathing, Sam.” 

Renee dropped to her knees beside Russell and sobbed to herself. 

Glenn had brought the aircraft as low as he could, then tilted it to 
a steep forty-five degree angle and circled the airport below. 

With the airliner circling at such a sharp angle, Russell limply slid 
from the lavatory and out into the aisle. Renee stood up and leaned on 
a nearby seat for balance. 

Glenn took to the cockpit radio in an attempt to calm the madness 
coming from the cabin. 

“Attention all passengers and grew, this is your pilot, Glenn Sloan. 
Please remain calm and stay seated. Fasten your seatbelts and prepare 
to land shortly.” 

Glenn switched from the cabin radio frequency back to the tower 


frequency. “OCA 116, declaring an emergency.” 

“Copy OCA 116, can you maintain 2,500 feet? We’ll vector you 
for an immediate approach to runway five left—” 

“Roger tower,” Glenn replied, holding the aircraft steadfast. 

In the back of the cabin, Russell brought himself to his feet and 
faced Renee. 

“Russell!” Renee exclaimed. 

Russell lunged forward, grabbed Renee by her hair, and pulled her 
close. Renee sprung her arms forward and tried to fend off the pilot. 
“What’s wrong with you?” 

Russell pulled Renee near until they were face to face, then 
chomped his teeth against her nose with a hard and forceful grind. He 
yanked his head away from her and chewed on the tip of cartilage for 
a moment, then swallowed. 

Renee fell to the floor, screaming in horror, covering her face with 
her hands and kicking her feet in an attempt to get away from Russell. 

A passenger stood up from his seat to confront the pilot. “The fuck 
is wrong with you?” the passenger asked, and he pushed his finger 
into Russell’s shoulder; then he tried wrestling the pilot into an empty 
seat. The awkward pitch of the plane made it hard to find sure 
footing. 

Russell grabbed the passenger by the shirt collar and shook him 
before clawing at his face. The passenger tried to disconnect from 
Russell’s grip, but the captain was too strong and held on to the 
passenger with iron-clenched fists. 

“Get off me, man,” the passenger screamed, just before Russell 
pulled the passenger close enough to bite into his chin. With a glurp 
Russell tore off a filet of skin and beard from the passenger’s chin and 
chomped it between his teeth. 

By now the screams onboard had risen to a fever pitch. 

“What the hell is going on back there?” Zahir asked. 

“Don’t worry about it,” Glenn ordered. “Focus on helping me land 
this plane.” Glenn radioed back to the airport below. “OCA 116 to 
tower. Be advised, 226 on board, fuel level 1,900. Requesting 
immediate permission to land.” Glenn was cool and firm as he spoke 
to the controllers in the tower. He waited for a response, but heard 
nothing. 

“OCA 116 to tower, do you copy tower?” Glenn asked and he 
began another loop around the airport. From the cockpit window, he 
was close enough to the ground to make out some shopping centers 
and buildings below. Several were on fire. The streets were clogged 
with vehicles, seemingly unmoving, stuck bumper to bumper. 

Zahir gave Glenn a worried look before a teeth rattling explosion 
erupted from beneath them. From his vantage point, Glenn could see 


another 757 that had completely overshot its landing. It collided into 
and through six—maybe seven—parked planes on the runway below. 
A cloud of smoke mushroomed upwards, followed by eye-blistering 
bursts of orange and red flames. 

“Tower, do you copy? Tower?” Glenn asked. Still, there was no 
response. The airport beneath them was entirely consumed by the 
blaze. The runway was eerily absent of the ambulances and fire trucks 
that should be rushing towards such a scene. 

“Can’t land here,” Glenn said, and he pulled hard on the yoke in 
front of him. The plane leveled even and roared as it began to ascend 
once more. 

“Pull up, pull up faster!” Zahir cried, pushing the throttle forward. 
From the left window of the cockpit he could see an F-22 Raptor 
headed directly towards their aircraft. 

Glenn pulled the airplane just high enough to avoid a total 
collision with the military jet beside them, but not enough to avoid 
impact. 

The Raptor, confused by Glenn’s sudden ascension, pushed down 
as the gigantic passenger plane pulled up. The tail of the Raptor 
brushed the under belly of the 757 ever-so-slightly. 

The Raptor, which had been flying in formation for the past forty- 
five minutes, was instructed to perform reconnaissance patrols over 
New York City as the morning’s evacuation initiated. 

With its tail completely crumpled by the 757 above it, the Raptor 
plummeted towards the ground in a tailspin. Its pilot ejected and 
parachuted towards the flaming runway below. The unmanned Raptor 
spun and twirled lopsided until it splashed into a harbor nearby. 

After the impact, Glenn and Zahir quickly lost control of their 
plane. Glenn was able to maintain altitude, but just barely. The 
collision cut several fuel lines, and what little fuel the transatlantic jet 
had remaining was being sprayed across the burning city buildings 
below. 

Unable to steer, the passenger jet continued onward past the city, 
gradually losing altitude as it went. It sailed almost gracefully. The 
only clues that the craft was troubled were its unusually low altitude 
and the ashy, comet-like tail that trailed behind it. 

With the city far behind them, Glenn spotted a rural area up 
ahead with plenty of farmland. He initiated the landing gear and 
pushed the plane down slowly, hoping to make a_ successful 
emergency landing. 

When the landing gear engaged, the plane lurched downward—far 
quicker and harder than Glenn anticipated—and began descending too 
rapidly for Glenn to control. 

Zahir turned to Glenn, who had tried so desperately to correct the 


flailing plane, and smiled, putting his hand on his. 

The back of the plane glanced the Henderson High School atop 
Pigeon Hill, destroying great sections of both the school itself and the 
rear of the doomed airliner. 

With volleys of smoke and fire erupting behind it, the 757 began 
spiraling like a football, launching past Pigeon Hill until it was 
directly above East Violet, New York. 

The plane stopped spiraling just long enough for Glenn to think he 
had one last chance at landing it, before the flames from the rear of 
the plane consumed the craft entirely. The main engines ignited, and 
the jet exploded mid-air, raining down pieces of wreckage over the 
quarantined town below like some sinister firework. 


FOURTEEN 


“Are you all right?” Jim asked. He put one hand on each of Dana’s 
shoulders and looked her over nervously. He ignored the trail of 
smoke clinging to the sky above them. 

Dana stood still and unresponsive. Glazed over. 

“Are you all right?” Jim repeated, and he gave the young woman 
a gentle shake. Dana was covered in blood—drops of it clung to her 
face, a bead of it dangled from the tip of her nose. Her coat and jeans 
were smeared with scarlet handprints. Jim couldn’t tell if she had 
been hurt or not. 

Dana blinked a few times then tilted her head at the officer. “I 
know you, don’t I?” 

“What happened here?” Jim asked. 

“You’re the dad of one of my students.” 

Jim let go of Dana’s shoulders and crossed his arms. He studied 
her briefly before his gaze fell on the wiggling man in the gray sweat 
suit at his feet. The lump was kicking and flailing while clutching the 
nape of his neck. 

“Now I remember. You’re Chloe’s dad, right?” Dana asked, 
examining the broad-shouldered officer before her. “I’m going to be 
arrested now, aren’t I?” 

Jim crouched down slightly so that he could be eye to eye with 
Dana, then returned a hand to her shoulder. It was easy to see that she 
was in shock. “What happened here, Miss—” 

“Dana.” 

“Good, Dana. Take a deep breath. What happened?” 

Dana drew a slow breath then let out a long exhale. “He followed 
me through the store, then he followed me to my car. He said I should 
go with him, and when I said I wouldn’t, he threatened me with his 
gun. So I stabbed him in the neck.” Dana’s speech was monotone in its 
delivery. “Here, see?” She pulled Earl’s revolver from the pocket of 
her puffy jacket and held it clumsily in her wobbly hand. 

Jim jolted nervously. “Okay, Dana. Just go ahead and hand me 
that. Slowly.” 

Dana obliged, and gingerly handed over the firearm. Jim took it 
from her gently, then carefully inspected the gun. He flipped the 
loading gate open and spun the cylinder inside. Unloaded. 

Jim looked down again and sidestepped the struggling man on the 
ground beneath him. He pulled Dana aside so that neither of them 
would step in the growing pool of blood that was starting to form on 
the concrete. 

“I stole my groceries, too,” Dana said in a whimpering voice. 


Jim ignored Dana and squatted so that he could study the figure 
at his feet. The injured man’s movements were becoming slower. 
Weaker. His breathing was shallow and raspy. 

“Why aren’t you helping me, you fucking pig?” the man moaned. 
He rolled onto his side to get a better look at the officer standing 
above him. His face was pale, his lips ghost white. 

“Because,” Jim said stonily. “You’re already dead.” 

“You son of a...” The man reached out with one hand and 
continued to clutch his neck with the other. “You son...of a....” His 
words became incoherent and hushed. When his eyes rolled back into 
his head, Jim stood and turned back towards Dana. 

“This your car?” Jim asked, pointing at the battered Prius. 

Dana paused for a great while before answering. “It is.” 

“Ts it running?” 

“Not very well.” 

“Okay. And you mentioned you had groceries in there?” 

Dana nodded. 

“Let’s get them in my car. I'll give you a hand.” Jim tapped the 
trunk of the Prius. “Then I’ll get you home. Where’s home?” 

Dana didn’t understand what was happening. Confused, she 
sputtered out “Raintree Village.” 

“Great,” Jim said with a smile. “Not far at all.” 

Dana nodded and clicked a button on her key ring. The trunk 
popped open. Together, they transported the various groceries from 
the trunk of her Prius to the trunk of the Jim’s Crown Victoria. When 
they finished, Jim held the passenger door of his cruiser open for 
Dana, then hopped into the driver’s seat. 

Jim started the car. “Dana...?” 

Dana turned to the officer. “Naccarato.” 

“Naccarato. Miss Naccarato. Of course. You’re my daughter’s 
English teacher.” Jim tapped his head. 

“Yeah...” Dana mumbled. “She’s doing very well this year.” 

“That’s good,” Jim snickered. “She can be a little hell-raiser 
sometimes.” 

“What—what happened?” Dana asked. She stared at Earl’s lifeless 
body as the police car pulled away. The pandemonium in the Shop- 
and-Save parking lot seemed to pause, the shoppers still watching the 
sky with excitement. 

“Ah,” Jim exhaled. “I’ve been asking myself that all morning.” 

“No,” Dana said, shaking her head. “I meant...just now. What was 
that about? Am I being arrested?” 

Jim laughed. 

“Okay,” Dana said with a pant. “You keep laughing, and it’s 
making me extremely uncomfortable.” 


Jim took a deep breath. “I’m sorry.” He cleared his throat. “What 
did you use to kill him?” 

Dana froze. “I think I need a lawyer.” 

Jim turned off his car radio. “All of this,” he said, “is nothing 
anymore.” He flicked the badge on his chest with his finger. “It’s 
nothing. Look around—hellfire is raining from the sky, people are 
going crazy with some virus, and Earl-Fucking-Ross just tried to 
abduct you from a Shop-and-Save parking lot.” Jim pointed at the cars 
jamming the road ahead and the dark trail in the sky. “Is the world 
ending? I don’t know. All I know is that in about five minutes I’m 
going to pick up that radio and resign, then ’m going to drop you off 
at home. Then, I’m going to find my daughter and get the hell out of 
East Violet. In that order.” 

Dana’s bottom lip hung open. She didn’t know what to say. 

“You’re not in trouble. You’re not under arrest. But we don’t have 
to talk about it if you don’t want to.” 

After a brief hesitation, Dana scooted up in her seat. She reached 
her hand into her back pocket and pulled out a small, stained hunting 
knife with a mother-of-pearl grip. 

“That it, huh?” Jim asked, glancing from the road and over at the 
knife. 

Dana trembled as she held the folded blade. “Yeah.” 

“Wish I could have been there to see it,” Jim said. He slapped the 
steering wheel. 

Dana bit her bottom lip then started to cry. “It was awful.” 

Jim took one hand off of the steering wheel and patted Dana’s 
knee. “You did what you had to do, and don’t you ever feel bad about 
it.” 

“There was so much blood,” Dana coughed. She had wiped her 
face with the sleeve of her jacket, but it made little difference—she 
was covered head-to-toe. She thought of how the knife plunged into 
Earl with hardly any effort, and of the warm red mist that sprayed her 
once she pulled the blade back out. She stunk of it now. 

“He was a bastard, and he deserved it,” Jim said plainly. 

“You speak as if you knew him,” Dana said. “Did you?” 

“Once. Long ago.” 

“And?” 

“And...he was a very bad man then. As bad as he was today. It’s a 
long story. Him and his whole messed up family. You remember his 
brother, Edgar?” 

“Edgar?” Dana asked. She leaned back into her seat and made 
herself comfortable. “Edgar...Ross. It sounds familiar. Yeah, I’ve heard 
the stories. He killed that little girl a few years back.” 

“That’s the one,” Jim said. 


“What did his brother have to do with it?” 

“Like I said. Long story.” Jim sighed. “But trust me when I say 
that you did the world a favor.” 

The car went silent for a while. Jim offered Dana some fast-food 
napkins from a center console, and she used them to dab up splotches 
of blood from her hands and clothes. They weren’t very effective, but 
it was better than nothing. 

Jim watched the road ahead and lingered over the thought of Earl 
and Edgar Ross. Even with so much chaos now filling his world, and a 
decade between him and Sarah Bosks’ death, Sarah’s tragic demise 
somehow felt like it had happened yesterday. 


Dana covered her mouth and gasped when Jim’s cruiser turned onto 
Oak. A column of soft, hazy smoke floated high atop the rooftops in 
the distance. Dana squinted at first, hoping it would make some 
difference, but there was no mistaking it—the source of the smog was 
the Raintree Apartment complex. 

Jim pulled his car as close to the building as he felt comfortable 
with. In the parking lot of the complex was a burnt, twisted sheet of 
metal. In the center of it was a small, oval window. 

“Some of the wreckage must have hit here,” Jim said. Suddenly, 
he worried about his own home. 

Dana unfastened her seatbelt and sprung out of the vehicle. 

“Whoa, hold on there,” Jim said, exiting the police car. “Where 
are you going?” 

Dana was standing beside the car, whimpering. Her hair was 
stringy and oily, her clothes tattered and stained. She caught a 
glimpse of herself in the reflection of the passenger side window and 
couldn’t help but feel utterly pathetic. 

“My dog is in there,” Dana sniveled, with sharp breaths between 
each word. Tears ran down either side of her face. 

Jim watched Dana, trembling beside the car. Then he took a long 
look at the towering apartment building before him. He knew what he 
wanted to say—that her dog was just a dog, and that she should be 
thankful that she wasn’t home at the time of the crash, and that the 
two of them should leave. And the sooner they left, the better. But the 
words escaped him as his eyes wandered back over to the distraught 
teacher. 

“Which apartment is yours?” Jim asked, half regretting the words 
as they left his mouth. 

Dana murmured “Five-oh-five.” 

Jim couldn’t help but groan. All the way at the top. Of course. 

Sensing what he was about to do, Dana stood in Jim’s way. “It’s 
the top floor, you can’t.” 


“And you can?” Jim said, trying to smile. 

“T don’t want to be left alone down here.” 

Jim held out his hand. “Let me have your keys.” 

Dana pulled out a key ring from her jacket pocket and handed it 
to Jim. 

With the remaining Raintree residents crowding the parking lot, 
Jim wasn’t comfortable leaving Dana behind. But, no better plan could 
come to mind than leaving her in his patrol car while he went 
upstairs. 

“Stay here,” Jim said, and he opened the passenger door of his car 
for Dana. 

Dana nodded and ducked her head as she slid back into the car. 

“Is there anything you need besides your dog?” Jim asked. 

With a mopey face, Dana shook her head. “No, just my puppy.” 

“What’s his name?” 

“Elliott.” 

Jim nodded then shut the door for Dana. “Stay here,” he said 
again. “Don’t open the door for anyone. I'll only be a minute.” With 
that, Jim turned around and ran toward the flights of stairs that 
ascended the side of Dana’s building. 

Dana watched the world around her from the passenger seat of 
the patrol car and fidgeted nervously. Everyone looked so worried and 
so frenzied. Where will they go? she wondered. She recalled the 
roadblocks around town, and the news reports insisting that residents 
remain indoors. Maybe the roadblocks were failing. East Violet Police 
Department wasn’t that big, and many cops were probably jumping 
ship. Like Jim. 

Crack, crack, crack! Dana snapped her eyes toward the driver’s 
side of the car. There, a woman was slapping her palm on the 
windshield. 

“Let me in,” the woman yelled. “Let me in there with you!” 

“T...can’t,” Dana said softly. 

“What?” the woman asked impatiently. 

“I can’t,” Dana repeated. The woman looked unfamiliar. “It’s not 
my car, it’s not my decision.” 

“Fuck you!” the stranger outside yelled, before spitting at the car 
and running off. 

Dana squirmed in her seat. Her left knee bounced up and down 
rhythmically while she he looked at her watch. Hurry up, Jim. Hurry 
up. 

A crowd of fleeing residents dispersed in front of Dana’s building. 
Car doors slammed and engines whirred to life as the complex began 
to empty. For the first time since she arrived with Jim, Dana had a 
clear view of Shelby’s apartment. 


I should see if she’s still home. I should see if Stan’s back. I should 
check on her. 

She bit her thumbnail and fidgeted while debating to herself 
whether or not she should visit her long time neighbor. 

Jim said to stay put. 

She glanced around the parking lot. Only a few other cars 
remained. 

Something caught Dana’s eye. It was moving back and forth on 
Shelby’s patio, and Dana could just barely see it in the narrow gap 
between Shelby’s patio fence and concrete flooring. 

What is that? 

The object would slide towards one end of the patio, and then 
slither back the way it came. Its movements were snappy and 
sporadic. It was long, and red. A dog’s leash. 

Without hesitation, Dana jumped out of the car and hurried 
towards Shelby’s patio. 

Please, no no no no no... 

With a lump in her throat and a ringing in her ears, Dana neared 
Shelby’s fence and glanced over. She recoiled back in horror. Her 
worst suspicions were confirmed. 

Elvis was running back and forth across Shelby’s patio, barking at 
his fallen owner. Shelby was on her back, legs splayed in awkward 
directions, her bathrobe wrapped around her body. Just to the left of 
her was a cigarette, still smoldering, and a worn copy of the bible. To 
her right was a pocket-sized, snub nosed revolver. 

Dana felt sick. It was too much. Too much, too much, too much. An 
acrid, sour pit formed at the bottom of her stomach and seemed to 
grow and grow. The Coopers down the street. Her former student, the 
pervert, at the Xtra Mart. Earl Ross following her around the Shop- 
and-Save, salivating over her. Aircraft falling from the sky. And now 
poor, innocent, eccentric, crazy, peculiar Shelby, frozen at her feet. 

Elvis looked up at Dana, raised his tiny head, and wagged his tail 
repeatedly. Yap! Yap! 

“Come here. Come here, Elvis...” Dana said, and she reached out 
her arms. 

The wild Pomeranian dashed forward, close enough to the patio 
fence that Dana could lean over and pick him up. 

Dana started for the police car when she heard a voice behind her 
say, “You have more than one?” 

She turned around and grinned at what she saw. At the bottom of 
the building’s steps was Jim. Tucked under his arm was a chubby, 
happy little Pug. 

“T do now,” Dana said. Her voice warbled. 

Dana’s smile faded as she noticed Jim’s expression turn from 


excitement to dread. Jim was looking just to the left of Dana, behind 
her—and he looked worried. 

“What is it?” she asked. She felt as if Jim had spotted a giant 
spider on her shoulder that only he could see. 

“Wait in the car with the dogs, I’ll be right in.” 

Jim approached Dana and handed her Elliott. Clumsily trying to 
balance both pups, Dana twirled around and slid back into her 
passenger seat. 

Unhurriedly, Jim strode towards the mangled hunk of smoldering 
fuselage that had landed in the apartment parking lot. Something 
moving beside it had caught his eye. 

For the love of God, Jim thought. A torso in a double-breasted 
jacket pulled itself forward by its skeletal arms. Its head was bald in 
some areas, exposed skull where hair should be. Both eyes were 
missing. Its jaw hung open wide. Broken. From the ribcage down were 
nothing but mangled innards and tattered shirt. It let out a throaty 
growl as it dragged itself forward by its hands. 

Jim crouched in front of the being and examined it. An 
outstretched palm swung down a few feet from Jim’s boots and 
pulled against the pavement. 

“Captain R. Cooper,” a warped nametag on the being’s blazer 
read. 

Well, what are the odds of that? Jim stood back up and grimaced. 

Russell Cooper’s decimated remains dragged themselves ever 
closer. His tongue wiggled and writhed in his cavernous mouth. 
Hungry. And yet, as terrifying and wretched to behold as the 
unfortunate captain was, Jim couldn’t help but feel bad for him. 

When the captain was close to Jim’s feet, he stopped pulling 
himself any further and sniffed the air; his shattered, mangled nose 
twitched at Jim’s scent. Russell’s jaw drooped even further and let out 
a grotesque mixture of unsettling sounds. Gulch. Glurp. Slurp. 

Jim took a few steps backward, and the pilot continued his 
advance. With his hands on his hips, Jim assessed the helpless captain. 
The officer began to reach for the pistol at his hip, then decided 
otherwise—It’s not my call to make. 

“What was that?” Dana asked, as Jim returned to the driver’s seat. 

“The pilot of the plane that just crashed, apparently.” 

Dana shuddered. “And he was alive?” 

“Not exactly,” Jim answered. 

The shivering puppies huddled themselves between Dana’s feet. 

Dana let out a long sigh. “Jim, I—” 

“You don’t even have to ask,” Jim said. “’'m going to wait for the 
evacuation at my house with Chloe. You'll stay with us. All three of 
you.” 


“Are you sure?” Dana asked. She had met Jim only once or twice 
before—it was a mighty offer from someone who was practically a 
stranger outside of parent teacher conferences. But, Dana was glad 
that Jim had brought it up; her options had become extremely limited. 
She drooped forward in her seat. No car, no home, no anything. It was 
all slowly burning right in front of her. “You’re a lifesaver, Jim. 
Really.” 

Jim chuckled. “What’s the little one’s name?” 

“Elvis.” 

“Funny name for a dog,” Jim said, and he drove onto Oak and 
pointed his car towards home. “Elvis lives.” 

Dana smiled and reached down to pet Elliott, and then the excited 
Pomeranian. “Elvis lives.” 


FIFTEEN 


“Was that a plane?” Nolan asked, breathlessly. 

The front door of Chloe’s house clicked shut. 

“Yes,” Chloe panted. “Where’s my dad? Dad!” 

Chloe called out for her father. Her words bounced off the walls of 
the dimly lit living room. No response. 

Nolan slid a light switch on the living room wall behind him. 
Gradually, a standing lamp brightened in the corner of the room. 

“Dammit,” Chloe said as she stomped towards the kitchen and 
back to the living room. Frustrated, she called up the stairwell behind 
the living room. “Dad! Dad?” 

“Shouldn’t he be home by now?” Nolan asked. 

“With all of this shit going on,” Chloe grumbled, “I’m guessing he 
was mandated.” 

“Mandated?” Nolan was peeking through the living room blinds. 
There was nothing left in the sky but a long, black streak of smoke. 

“It means he was forced to work overtime.” Chloe picked up a 
grease-stained pizza box on the living room coffee table, then brought 
it to the kitchen and threw it out. “It happens all the time.” 

“When did he go into work last?” 

“Yesterday...at noon.” 

The two stood in the living room, checking their math. 

“He’s been working for over a day straight now, Nolan. Even for 
my dad, it seems excessive.” 

“T’m sure he’ll be back soon,” Nolan said unsurely. He stepped 
back from the window and noticed a blinking red light in the corner 
of the room. “Have you checked your phone lately?” 

Chloe tugged her iPhone from her pocket. “Yeah, still nothing.” 

“Maybe he’s having a hard time getting through to your cell? It 
looks like someone left a message on the answering machine.” 

Chloe uncrossed her arms and approached the outdated machine. 
She had asked her dad countless times to get rid of the home phone; 
the two rarely used it, both of them relied on their cell phones. If 
there was a message waiting from her dad, she would be thankful they 
kept it. She pressed a square key on the machine and it hissed to life. 

The first message was from her dad’s partner, Min. He had left it 
yesterday morning. “Yo Jim, don’t forget a change of clothes so I can 
kick your ass at some darts after work.” 

The second message was from 10:27 AM. When it played, Chloe 
jumped back from the machine. It was nothing but four seconds of a 
woman screaming. Horrifying, awful, bloodcurdling screaming. Chloe 


felt the hairs raise on the back of her neck after it finished playing. 

The third and final message was from 11:05 AM. As soon as it 
began to play, Nolan gasped with relief. It was unmistakably the voice 
of his father. 

“Mr. Whiteman,” the voice said. “It’s Greg Fischer. If you get this, 
and you’re with Nolan, or if you see him...please tell him that we love 
him, and that we’re all right, and that we hope he’s okay. We’ve been 
trying to call him all morning but can’t get through. The National 
Guard is here with all of these tanks and busses, and they’re bringing 
us to...Albany?” Greg’s voice paused for a moment. “Yeah, Albany. 
We don’t know what’s going on, and we really don’t have any say in 
the matter. Please, if you’re with Nolan, please look after—” 

The message cut off. A robotic voice on the answering machine 
alerted Chloe that the memory was full, and earlier messages should 
be deleted to make room for new ones. 

Nolan sat on the couch and trembled. “They’re okay,” Nolan said 
quietly. “They’re really okay.” He pulled his cell phone from his 
pocket. No service, no new messages, no missed calls...but it didn’t 
matter anymore. The relatively recent message from his parents filled 
him with a sense of hope he hadn’t felt all morning. 

“IT told you they were fine,” Chloe said. 

Nolan closed his eyes and sunk into the couch. 

“lm going to make some lunch, I’m starving.” Chloe started for 
the kitchen. “Do you want anything?” 

“No thanks,” Nolan said. 

Chloe was slightly annoyed that Nolan didn’t follow her, or offer 
her help. She recalled how little sleep he had the night before, 
working on Miss Nacarrato’s English paper. I’ve had the same day 
you’ve had, Nolan. I’m tired too. 

With a shrug, Chloe headed to the kitchen and checked her 
cupboards. Not much of anything, really. With her dad constantly 
working, and not having a car of her own, grocery shopping was a 
difficult chore to accomplish in the Whiteman household. She opened 
the freezer and found a frozen pizza inside. It could have been in there 
a year, but it didn’t matter. She was famished. 

The pizza was the cheap, microwave kind. The kind that cooks 
with gooey and rubbery cheese and a brick crust. Not really pizza as 
far as Chloe was concerned, but it was better than nothing. She 
unwrapped it, threw it in the microwave, and set a six-minute timer. 

Chloe leaned against her kitchen counter, looked out at her tiny 
yard beyond the window over the sink. A breeze blew through, 
rustling branches and leaves. Even though the sky was still overcast, 
the view was kind of pretty. She took a deep breath. The sight of her 
lawn swaying in the gentle wind relaxed her. While the microwave 


hummed beside her, she closed her eyes. When she opened them, a 
familiar face was standing in her yard. 

“Mrs. Hatfield,” Chloe said as she recognized her next door 
neighbor. Chloe waved through her window, but right away realized 
that something was wrong with her neighbor’s gait. She walked 
jaggedly, as if her knee joints were locked in place. Her head started 
to slant at a funny angle when she noticed Chloe in the window. 

Chloe gulped. It was the same awkward way that Alicia walked on 
the bus, the same way Max Baker’s dad looked outside of the 
cafeteria. 

Chloe felt something brush against her arm. 

“Pizza?” Nolan asked with a yawn. 

“You scared the hell out of me, Nolan.” 

“What’s going on?” 

“Go back in the living room. Make sure the front door is locked 
and all the windows are closed, and wait. She sees us in here.” 

“Who?” Nolan leaned over the counter and looked out. He saw 
Chloe’s neighbor shambling through her backyard. 

“Wait in the living room,” Chloe repeated. She sprinted past Nolan 
and up her stairwell. 

Chloe rushed into her bedroom. Her socks slipped on the wooden 
floor and she almost fell over. She dropped to her knees beside her 
bed and fished a small metal box from under it. The box clicked open 
and revealed a small 9mm. Chloe pulled out her keys and unlocked a 
cable that ran through the barrel of the gun, then jumped to her feet. 
She could hear a sudden banging coming from the kitchen downstairs. 
Hurriedly, she went to her dresser and opened a drawer filled with 
socks and underwear. She dug through it and found a loaded, ten 
round clip under a pair of fuzzy socks. She jammed the magazine into 
the gun and racked the slide, causing a bullet to load into the firing 
chamber of the gun. 

Chloe came flying down the stairs and into the living room, where 
Nolan was still waiting. “What are you doing?” he asked. 

“Call 911,” Chloe said as she breezed back into the kitchen. 

Nolan followed her, picked up the kitchen phone, and dialed. 

Mrs. Hatfield’s mangled face was pressed hard against the window 
above the kitchen sink. She looked inside and screeched. Her eyes 
darted from Chloe, to Nolan, and back to Chloe. 

“It’s busy,” Nolan said. 

“So try again!” Chloe ordered. 

The figure outside howled and began beating at the window with 
a tightly clenched fist. With one hand, Mrs. Hatfield punched at the 
window, and with the other she pulled and tugged at the skin on her 
cheeks. After a chunk of flesh tore off in her fingers, Mrs. Hatfield 


howled again, and bashed her forehead into the window with such 
force that the glass began to splinter. 

“It’s still busy, I can’t get through.” 

“T don’t want to have to do this,” Chloe murmured. She drew the 
gun in front of her and pointed it at the window. “I can’t do this,” 
Chloe cried. “Alicia is already dead because of me, I can’t murder my 
neighbor.” 

“She’s not your neighbor anymore,” Nolan said. “You’ve watched 
the news all morning. She’s infected, she’s as good as dead.” 

“Jesus,” Chloe exclaimed, “I don’t see you volunteering to shoot 
her!” 

“She’s trying to kill us!” Nolan hollered. 

Chloe gestured as if she would hand her gun to Nolan. “You're 
more than welcome to take care of this.” 

Nolan swallowed. “Let’s just wait in the living room. Maybe she'll 
leave us alone if she can’t see us.” 

Chloe lowered her gun. “Sure Nolan, let’s try it your way.” 

Nolan and Chloe retreated to the living room. To both of their 
surprise, the commotion in the kitchen ceased after only a few short 
moments. 

“See?” Nolan said. “Should we go back and look?” 

“No,” Chloe said plainly. “We sit and wait, here.” The microwave 
in the kitchen dinged. Her pizza was finished cooking. 

The two sat tensely in the living room, silently. Nolan chalked up 
the uneasiness to the unwelcome visitor in the backyard, but for Chloe 
something much deeper was simmering beneath the surface. She and 
Nolan had been best friends for so long, and she really adored all of 
his quirks and shortcomings. But today, with the chips down, she felt 
as if she was seeing her friend for the first time. He was sheepish, 
weak. Not quick to act. Chloe figured that if it wasn’t for her, Nolan 
would be dead twice over by now. When she thought about it long 
enough, it wasn’t a problem that was exclusive to today. 

“Why didn’t you beat up Andy?” Chloe asked, breaking the silence 
of the room. 

Nolan thought about the green pickup out front, and the daring 
escape from Henderson High that Chloe orchestrated. “You had it 
under control—” 

“No. Not today.” Chloe crossed her legs. “When he and I started 
dating, why didn’t you beat him up? Weren’t you mad when you 
found out? I always pictured you hearing the news for the first time 
and punching him right in the mouth.” 

“Chloe, I—” Nolan stuttered. 

“You didn’t even care, you just went on with life like everything 
was the same and that it didn’t matter.” 


Nolan felt his body slump into the couch. 

“J don’t know why, Chlo’. I’m not a violent person, I guess? I 
probably didn’t hit Andy for the same reason you never hit Ashley 
Connolly. I thought we were, you know. Above that.” 

“Youre right,” Chloe said with a laugh. “I never hit Ashley 
Connolly. But when I found out about your little escapade with her on 
the football field, I cornered her in the girls bathroom and called her a 
fucking slut. I threw a notebook at her, Nolan.” 

“I never knew about that—” 

“Of course you didn’t.” Chloe groaned. “I sat in detention for a 
week.” 

“IT thought you said you got caught cheating on Mr. DePierre’s 
chemistry midterm?” 

“T was never caught cheating. I was just too embarrassed to tell 
you what happened.” 

“Why are we talking about all of this?” 

“IT don’t know, Nolan. Maybe I’m just wondering why even with 
the fucking world ending around us, you don’t really give a shit about 
me.” 

“Hey, that’s not—” 

“Have you even applied to college yet, Nolan? Did you care at all 
when Colorado State accepted me? Of course you didn’t. I was going 
to move half way across the country, and what—it was all right, right? 
Because you’d be living in your bedroom, smoking weed with David 
Kline and playing Xbox—” 

“That’s fucked up, Chloe, he’s dead now—” 

“Maybe that’s the best thing to have happened for you today.” 

Nolan jumped up from the couch. “Real classy, Chloe. That’s 
messed up, and I know you don’t mean that.” 

Chloe curled her legs towards her chest, wrapped her arms around 
her knees, and started rocking back and forth. 

“You were off with your baseball player and his rich fucking 
parents, you seemed happy to me,” Nolan yelled, pacing the living 
room behind the couch. “Remember the winter ball? Unchained 
Melody?” 

“We were freshman, Nolan. You had braces. You smelled like 
grilled cheese. It’s been four years. Don’t pretend like this is all news 
to you, don’t act stupid. That night my dad came home early and 
caught us watching ‘The Evil Dead?’ After you left, I got a twenty- 
minute lecture that spiraled into him not wanting me to end up a 
beauty school drop out like my mom. He asked me if I knew how 
condoms worked, for Christ’s sake!” Chloe paused for a breath of air 
and to compose herself. “Everyone else could see it, Nolan. Just not 
you. It makes me feel like there’s something wrong with me, you 


know?” 

Nolan continued to pace the same three feet of floor behind 
Chloe’s couch. “There’s nothing wrong with you.” 

Chloe started to sniffle. “And that bastard Andy Kinney, Nolan. I 
never told you, I thought you knew...I thought everyone knew. I 
didn’t know who to talk about it with...he—” 

A thunderous crash from the front door interrupted Chloe, 
followed by a wicked howl and shriek. Chloe snapped forward and 
grabbed her pistol from where she left it on the coffee table. A 
pounding and beating at the door boomed through the living room. 
Through a narrow, stained window in the front door, Nolan could see 
Mrs. Hatfield’s contorted face thrashing forward. 

Chloe stood up with her gun in hand. “I’ve had enough of this.” 

Chloe raised the gun in front of her and gripped the handle firmly. 
A resounding burst of shots filled the small living room as the firearm 
blasted away at the door. After seven shots, the gun jammed. 

Chloe and Nolan’s ears filled with a shrill ringing from the 
gunfire. As it faded, the thumping sounds at the door continued. 

Chloe trembled. She fiddled with the gun and tried to unjam it. 
The pounding at the door became increasingly angry and violent. The 
door rattled in its frame. 

“It’s stuck,” Chloe grunted, pulling on the slide of the gun. 

The doorknob spun. 

“She’s going to get in!” Nolan exclaimed. 

“IT know,” Chloe said irritably, turning towards Nolan. “But the 
fucking thing is stuck—” 

The gun fired, and for a short moment in time Nolan and Chloe 
looked at each other without expression. Eventually, Nolan’s face 
turned from blank to utter confusion. Chloe dropped the gun and ran 
towards Nolan. The senseless beating continued at the door. 

“Nolan,” Chloe cried, catching the straggly boy before he could 
pass out. 

“You...you shot me, Chloe,” Nolan said, grabbing at his shoulder 
with his hand. Immediately, his palm dampened from the warm blood 
seeping through his hoodie. 

“Nolan, I’m so sorry, just sit still,” Chloe said, and she dropped to 
the floor with him. Nolan’s face turned white, and his eyes rolled back 
in his head. 

Outside, the pounding at the door was as relentless as ever. To 
Chloe, it felt like her front door might burst open at any moment. 

Pound, pound, pound. 


SIXTEEN 


Dr. Paul Merrill sat alone in the hospital cafeteria, greedily chomping 
away at a turkey sandwich. The turkey—or, what he assumed was 
turkey—was rubbery and had a thin layer of film covering it. The 
mayonnaise was warm, the bread was dry and crumbly. Day old. 

Paul kept a field notebook within reach at all times as patients 
came into East Violet Memorial. As far as he knew, he was one of the 
first doctors in the country to work hands on with a virus that had 
caused so much devastation. He wanted to chronicle every minute of 
it. 

After spending most of his morning stuffed inside a hazmat suit, 
breathing recycled air, the cafeteria felt cavernous and lonely. Staff on 
the lower levels used a separate dining hall; his was designated only 
for those with high-level risks of exposure. Paul didn’t mind. The quiet 
allowed him to concentrate as he jotted down the morning’s events. 

The mysterious virus plaguing New York came to be called “EV1.” 
Paul first heard Thomas Litchfield, a CDC agent, toss the phrase 
around after he landed from Washington D.C. 

“What does it stand for?” the doctor asked, Litchfield’s helicopter 
blades still whirring atop East Violet Memorial. 

“Extinction Virus One,” Litchfield said, very matter-of-factly. “A 
global killer. The end of humanity.” 

Even with a one-hundred percent mortality rate, and symptoms 
that developed within moments of infection, Dr. Merrill found the 
“end of humanity” qualifier a bit macabre and hyperbolic. He also 
found it suspicious that Litchfield and the other CDC agents knew a 
great deal about a virus that was supposedly newly discovered and 
incredibly mysterious. 

As a virus alone, EV1 was truly terrifying. It had certainly 
contributed to endless mayhem, destruction, and death in and around 
New York. But as a global killer, Paul thought, the virus was 
extremely weak and inept. 

Tests concluded that the virus wasn’t air or waterborne. Its only 
mode of transmission was from person-to-person contact. A bite, a 
scratch, a kiss. Those who were infected moved slowly and 
unintelligently. Save for a failed quarantine or botched military 
response, Paul reasoned that it shouldn’t be difficult to stop the 
outbreak in its tracks. And, with reports indicating that EV1 had yet to 
be observed outside of New York, it seemed as if the military response 
was by and large successful. 

While the military response initiated, Paul’s most important 
objective was what he called “ethical containment.” Any one who 


came through the front doors of East Violet Memorial deserved 
humane treatment alongside their isolation. There were rumors 
spreading that some of the larger hospitals in New York—the ones still 
standing and accepting patients, at least—had begun an impromptu 
euthanasia service for those who showed symptoms of being EV1 
positive. 

As far as Paul was concerned, that was unacceptable. His opinions 
on the subject were met with harsh criticism—from Agent Litchfield, 
from the nursing staff, and from the few other doctors that showed up 
for their shift. It was them, after all, that Paul was putting in harm’s 
way for the sake of ethical containment. What if we found a cure? Paul 
wondered. If it was his loved one, he would want them to be given the 
benefit of the doubt. 

Paul scanned his notes. So many patients, so many infected. The first 
was Marc Cooper. He came in the day before, complaining of 
confusion and muscle spasms. 

“Did your dad have a look at you?” Paul asked when Marc 
checked himself into the hospital the afternoon before. Paul knew 
Marc’s father, John Cooper, personally; John worked as a general 
surgeon at East Violet Memorial for many years, and for quite some 
time after that he had his own private practice in town. 

“T didn’t want to bother him,” Marc answered, tugging at his 
collar. “I was helping him with yard work...we were getting ready to 
have a family dinner tonight. Hell, Russell’s even coming, and he 
never has the time.” 

“You drove yourself here?” Paul asked. 

“Yeah,” Marc said with a groan. “You know how my dad gets. I 
didn’t want to interrupt the night.” 

Paul crossed his arms. Marc’s symptoms worried him. There 
would have to be a battery of tests to be sure, but Paul had a sneaking 
suspicion that Marc might test positive for rabies, or something worse. 

“T’ll need you to stay here while we figure this out. That won’t be 
a problem, yes?” Paul said, examining the young man. 

“Mom’s making her famous Cedar-Planked Salmon. You think I’m 
going to miss that over some bug? Can’t you just write me up for 
something good and let me go?” 

Paul sighed. “I’m afraid it’s not that simple.” 

Marc was Paul’s first EV1 positive patient. Paul stayed overnight 
in the hospital to observe Marc as the helpless soul transformed from 
man to monster. Through the night, and deep into the morning, more 
of the afflicted poured in. 

At 2:45 AM, Wednesday morning, a drunk college kid was 
checked in for observation. A couple of officers over in Riverside 
brought him in after a car accident. The cops identified him as 


Damian Palmer. 

Paul treated Damian personally for the lacerations on his right 
arm, after some of the nursing staff grew concerned for behavior he 
showed similar to Marc’s. Hallucinations. Dizziness. Nonsensical 
jabbering. 

A few hours after Damian was restrained and isolated, a car crash 
victim—Kelly Sweet—was brought in. From what Paul understood, 
she had crashed her car near Center Square. The cops that brought her 
in complained that she tried to bite them. 

Paul put Kelly on the same floor and wing as Damian and Marc. 
The nurses began to jokingly refer to the quarantined floor as “creep 
ward.” After Kelly’s arrival, Paul received a phone call from an 
unknown caller in Washington, D.C. The caller informed Paul that 
Center for Disease Control agents would soon be arriving at his 
hospital. 

Dizzied by his strange patients and the news of a CDC lockdown, 
Paul retired to his office. His respite was cut short when he was 
alerted of an attack in East Violet. A couple of officers named Jim 
Whiteman and Min Chow were attacked while on duty by persons 
suspected of being EV1 positive. Paul rode out to pick up the officers 
personally, anxious to see the virus in its earliest stages. 

When the three of them arrived back at the hospital, Paul ordered 
both Min and Jim to the creep ward—a term the doctor tried to avoid 
using—when positive and inconclusive test results came back for the 
officers. Min seemed hopelessly afflicted, but Paul held hope that the 
other officer, Jim, would make a full recovery. 

Soon after the two officers were restrained and treated, a young 
female was brought in. She was found exhibiting strange behavior 
outside of the East Violet Amtrak station. A college ID on her person 
identified her as Mia Naccarato. 

By the time of Mia’s arrival, the CDC had jury-rigged a blood 
panel that could test for EV1. As with most of the CDC’s actions, Paul 
found this curious—how could such a panel have been put together so 
quickly, and under such pressuring circumstances? The doctor found it 
even more bizarre that the blood panel was, essentially, a kit used for 
the detection of the early onset of the rabies virus. 

“My patients don’t have rabies,” Paul had said with a scoff. 

“No, they don’t,” Litchfield replied. “But if they’re EV1 positive, 
they’ll test positive for rabies.” 

Paul laughed. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“It doesn’t have to,” Litchfield said. “Just give them the damn 
test.” 

The doctor did as he was told. Mia, Min, Kelly, Damian, Marc— 
all tested positive in their blood panels. The only one to come back 


negative was Jim Whiteman. 

By the time the blood panels Paul ordered were completed, it was 
sunrise. Paul was exhausted and stretched thin, but news of the virus 
had started to spread. Dozens of nurses and doctors failed to show up 
for their shift. 

Paul guzzled a pot of coffee and carried on. 

Around 7:45 AM, Wednesday, the most gruesome EV1 patient that 
Paul encountered was wheeled into the hospital. A young high school 
girl who had been in some hideous type of vehicle wreck. Her body 
was missing from the waist down, yet the teenager hissed and clawed 
at the staff around her, completely unaware of her mortal wound. 

The unidentified girl had pushed Paul over the edge. Though he 
tried to stay strong for his staff and his patients, his body was going 
frail with exhaustion. Litchfield pulled him aside and insisted he get 
some sleep. Paul reluctantly agreed and napped in his office for most 
of the afternoon. 

Which brought the doctor to where he sat now, sitting in the 
lonesome cafeteria eating whatever scraps the lunch staff had left 
behind. Just him, his notes, and the gruesome memories of the day 
that had preceded him. 

As he took the last bite of his sandwich, Paul heard a flurry of 
clicking footsteps approach the cafeteria doors. Click-clack-click-clack. 
They moved fast and with urgency. Paul leaned back, inhaled, closed 
his notebook and used a napkin to wipe some crumbs from his thin 
goatee. No doubt, he thought, that his presence would be requested 
soon. 

“Dr. Merrill,” a voice breathlessly called out as the cafeteria doors 
swung open. “Doctor, they need you!” 

Paul stood up slowly and calmly asked, “Who needs me?” 

Sherri stood by the door and held it open. “Litchfield and the 
other agents on creep ward. They want you there now.” The nurse 
looked as if she had won the state lottery. “Something amazing has 
happened.” 

Paul tucked his notebook under his arm and paused to wonder. Is 
one of them showing signs of improvement? His mind racing, Paul 
breezed past Sherri and out of the cafeteria. He hurried for the 
elevator, jammed in a key, and ascended to the creep ward above. 
Wasting no time he jumped into a hazmat suit, sealed himself shut, 
and approached the nursery. He found Litchfield and the other agents 
standing in a circle around Marc Cooper’s bed. 

“What’s going on?” Paul asked. His anxious breath fogged the 
visor of his hazmat helmet. 

“Look,” Litchfield said, and he nodded at Marc. “None of us saw 
this coming.” 


Paul stood at Marc’s bedside. Marc squirmed flaccidly in his 
restraints. His mouth hung open. When he tried to click it shut, it only 
closed halfway. His skin looked like old, wax paper stained with 
grease. Transparent, gray, tearing away. Urgh. Glup. Gulk. The sounds 
stuttering from Marc’s mouth were dry and weak. 

“What did you do to him?” Paul demanded, furiously. “This is my 
patient! I am responsible for him!” 

Litchfield looked up in disbelief. “We haven’t done anything, 
doctor.” 

Paul looked over Marc’s bedside with widened eyes. He looked at 
Marc’s wrist, where a butterfly needle stuck out, and traced the tubing 
from Marc’s arm and up to an IV. Everything seemed as the doctor 
remembered; nothing appeared to be tampered with. 

“What’s happening?” Paul asked meekly. 

“He’s dying,” Litchfield said, then laughed. “Uh—for real, this 
time.” 

“Why are you all standing around and doing nothing?” Paul said. 
He scanned the room, looking for a defibrillator. 

“There’s nothing to do,” an agent scoffed from the back. “He’s 
already dead. How do you suppose we save a dead guy from dying?” 

Marc fought his restraints less and less. Gerp. Ulch. 

Paul took a step back from Marc’s bed. He could feel his own 
heart racing, even as Marc’s slowed to a stop. 

With a shake of his head, Paul studied the agents standing around 
the room. “This isn’t right.” 

“Hey,” Litchfield said. “In case you haven’t realized, this is good 
news.” 

Paul grabbed the thing nearest to him—a short, metallic table 
with some bandages atop it—and hurled it across the room. “I know 
this man. I know his father. This isn’t good news.” 

“Get him the hell out of here,” Litchfield said, raising a hand 
towards the door. 

Paul’s world blurred in and out of focus. He remembered being 
pulled to the end of creep ward and exiting through the 
decontamination portal. Someone, he wasn’t sure who, pushed him in 
a wheel chair towards the elevator and back to his office. When he hit 
the couch beside his desk, he fell into a deep, warm, endless sleep. 

When Paul blinked his eyes open, Sherri was seated in a chair 
across from him. 

“How long was I out?” 

“An hour, maybe two.” Sherri sighed. “You were hysterical.” 

“What happened?” 

Sherry thought long and hard about her answer. She didn’t want 
to upset the doctor even more, yet decided that bluntness was 


probably in everyone’s best interest. 

“Marc died. Completely.” 

Paul rubbed his forehead, then slapped his face a couple times. 

“They didn’t meddle with him?” 

“No,” Sherri said. “And honestly, doctor, why would they?” 

Paul leaned up on his couch with a groan. “I need to go home.” 

“You don’t mean that.” 

“IT do. Litchfield and his gang have things under control.” 

“Paul,” Sherri said tenderly. She stood up from her chair and took 
a seat beside the doctor. Paul was taken aback—he was always 
referred to as Dr. Merrill, or doctor, by the young nurse. “Things are 
finally going to start to get better, and we need you here when it 
happens. Please. Stick it out a little longer.” 

“Why better?” Paul asked. 

“It’s not just Marc. Those who have been infected—they’re 
dropping dead. All of them. Everywhere.” Sherri handed the doctor a 
foam cup filled with lukewarm coffee. 

“When did Marc first slip out of consciousness?” 

“Yesterday.” Sherri said, checking a clipboard on her lap. “12:12 
PM.” 

“And what time did he die?” 

“11:11 AM.” 

“Huh,” Paul said. “Nearly twenty-three hours to the minute.” 

“There’s more,” Sherri said. “While you were out, an airliner went 
down. Over near Pigeon Hill.” 

“Are you kidding me?” Paul asked. He dropped his head into his 
hands and rubbed the temples on either side of his head. 

“There are teams at the crash site now. It doesn’t look like anyone 
survived, but...we need you here, doctor. Please.” 

“‘T’m not going anywhere,” Paul said, before downing the cup of 
coffee. “Have some more of that ready, and let’s get back to work.” 


SEVENTEEN 


Nolan blinked his eyes a few times before the world around him came 
into focus. His face was pressed against a cold glass window as he 
watched the scenery outside pass by. For a moment he thought he was 
riding the morning bus to school. Maybe his entire day was some kind 
of sick nightmare, a result of not getting enough sleep after staying up 
all night finishing his English paper. 

Nolan quickly realized that he was not a passenger on a school 
bus. He was in the back seat of Jim Whiteman’s colossal, black 
Suburban. 

Through his tinted window, Nolan could see a gorgeous evening 
sun descending through the trees. Streams of golden light trickled 
through the branches. Finally, Nolan thought, the dreadful gloomy 
clouds had lifted. The fog was gone. 

Nolan let out a soft moan and tucked his chin into his neck, 
getting a better look at his shoulder. It was wrapped in layer upon 
layer of white gauze; in the center of the gauze was a single drop of 
blood rising from beneath the bandages. It was perfectly circular in 
shape. 

Chloe heard Nolan’s stirring and turned from where she was 
seated in the front passenger seat. “He’s up.” 

“How are you feeling, kid?” Jim asked. Nolan could see Jim’s 
piercing blue eyes staring back at him in the rearview mirror. 

“Where are we?” Nolan said, confused by the passing scenery. 

“Just outside of Albany, now.” 

“’'m so, so sorry,” Chloe said as she unbuckled her seatbelt. 
Carefully, she climbed between the front bucket seats of the moving 
vehicle and into the back. When she finished wobbling into the seat 
beside Nolan, she gave the boy a long, warm hug. 

“What happened?” Nolan asked, confused. 

Chloe frowned. “You don’t remember?” 

Nolan adjusted in his seat, sitting up a little. “I remember your 
neighbor trying to get in through the kitchen window...and after that, 
she tried getting in through the front door.” 

Chloe stared into Nolan’s eyes, hoping he would say the words so 
that she wouldn’t have to. 

“IT remember you shot at her through the door, and she still 
wouldn’t stop. I remember...” Nolan exhaled. “You shooting me.” 

Chloe started to cry. 

Nolan wrapped his right arm—his good one—around Chloe’s neck 
and pulled her close. “It was an accident.” 

Chloe looked longingly into Nolan’s eyes. 


“I mean, it was an accident, right?” Nolan asked with a laugh. 

“Come here,” Chloe giggled. 

Chloe pulled Nolan close, until they were nearly nose to nose. She 
brushed a few wild hairs away from Nolan’s eyes. 

Out of the corner of his eye, Nolan could see Jim still watching in 
the rearview mirror. 

“Uh, Chlo’—” 

“Sh,” Chloe said. Holding his collar, she pressed her lips into his. 

Nolan pulled away, shyly. His eyes darted towards the rearview 
mirror and back to Chloe. He whispered, “This is weird.” 

“Hey you two, sit down and be quiet—we’re close to something,” 
Jim ordered from the front. 

The Suburban pulled up to a long line of cars waiting outside of a 
massive concrete wall. In the center of the wall was a series of chain- 
link fences designed to let vehicles in one by one. On either side of the 
fenced opening was a small tower. Inside each tower were several 
men in military uniforms, each one holding a high caliber firearm. 

A figure appeared beside Jim’s window and knocked a couple of 
times, signaling that Jim should roll down his window. 

“Good afternoon,” the figure outside said sternly. Like the others, 
he was dressed in full military garb. The rifle he held was imposing 
and made Nolan feel nervous. “Where ya’ headed from and how many 
are with ya’?” 

“Fast Violet,” Jim answered. “Just the three of us.” 

“Woo-wee,” the figure said with a whistle. “Ain’t that where that 
plane went down earlier?” 

“Sure is,” Jim said. 

“Well, we’d love to let you in, but there’s just a few questions we 
have to ask you first. Is that all right with ya’?” 

“Go right ahead,” Jim said. 

The figure removed a thick, dark pair of sunglasses and leaned in 
close to Jim’s window. 

“First question is, are you a zombie?” 

Jim laughed. “What kind of question is that?” 

The figure didn’t seem amused. “Are. You. A. Zombie?” 

Jim’s laugh subsided. “Listen, pal, we’re tired. We’ve been driving 
for a long time and—” 

The figure raised his rifle towards the driver side door. “Are you a 
fucking zombie or not?” 

Nolan felt his heart beat faster and faster. “Mr. Whiteman,” he 
said before he unfastened his seatbelt. “You have to explain to them 
that—” 

“Sit the fuck down,” Jim said, “let me be the one who handles this 
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Nolan sat back down in his seat. In front of him, Jim started to 
twist and contort. Blood trickled from the corners of his eyes and 
mouth and he clicked his jaw open and shut. Without any hesitation, 
the figure outside raised his rifle and fired a single round into the 
front seat. One billion warm fragments of blood, bone, and brain 
sprayed across Nolan’s face. 

“Holy shit,” Nolan screamed, jumping up in his seat. He jiggled 
the door handle beside him but it wouldn’t budge. His feet felt like 
they were kicking through quicksand. 

Nolan felt an icy hand grab his right wrist. He spun around to see 
Chloe gnashing her teeth. Her eyelids were pulled taut, and where 
there were once stunning hazel eyes were now nothing but dark, 
hollow sockets. Chloe’s perfect teeth were replaced with long, snarled 
bones that crowded their way out of her lips. 

“Give me a kiss, fucker,” Chloe moaned. She lunged forward and 
bit Nolan hard on his lower lip. With one jerk of her head she pulled 
back, tore it off, and swallowed it in a single breathless gulp. 

Nolan fell backwards through his passenger door and onto the 
concrete. The armed figure from before was now standing directly 
above him; Nolan stared down the long, dark barrel of his rifle. 

“Looks like it’s too late for you, kid,” the figure said as he laughed 
and cocked the rifle. 

The figure pulled the trigger and Nolan sat up, screaming in 
terror. 

“Oh, God. Jim!” Dana hollered. “He’s awake, Jim. Come quick!” 

Nolan’s t-shirt was soaked with cold sweat. He panted and 
grabbed at his chest. His heart was in his throat. 

“Nolan, it’s okay. You’re okay. Everything’s okay.” Dana stood up 
from her recliner in the Whiteman’s living room and sat beside her 
student on the couch. She rubbed his back, careful not to touch the 
carefully wrapped bandages that Jim had applied hours earlier. 

“Miss Naccarato?” Nolan asked, utterly confused by his English 
teacher’s presence. 

Dana smirked. “It’s a long story.” 

Just then a series of short barks broke out from the end of the 
couch. Nolan looked down to see a small fat Pug and a tiny 
Pomeranian yapping at him. 

Jim came running from the kitchen with a bottle of water and a 
box of aspirin. 

“How are you, kid?” Jim asked. 

“I guess I had a nightmare,” Nolan said, catching his breath. 

“That’s probably because of the good stuff I slipped you earlier, 
after I patched you up. How’s your arm?” 

“Tt stings. It hurts.” 


Jim drew a deep breath. 

“Am I all right?” 

“Yeah,” Jim said. “You'll be fine. She glanced you, thank God. It 
could have been worse. You’re lucky.” 

“Where is she?” Nolan asked. 

Jim looked towards the stairwell behind them. “In her room, 
sulking. I’m finishing dinner, I was about to bring her up a plate.” 

“It was just an accident,” Nolan said timidly. He stood up and 
stretched his arms and legs. His shoulder throbbed. 

“Good luck telling her that.” 

“Can I go talk to her?” 

Jim raised his eyebrows. “Talk? Sure. Leave the door open.” 

“Yes, sir,” Nolan said, and he started towards the stairs. 

With light feet, Nolan scurried up the narrow, winding stairwell of 
the Whiteman residence. He breezed past the master bedroom and a 
bathroom before he found himself outside of Chloe’s door. 

Leave the door open, Nolan thought. If only Jim had known how 
many weekend nights Nolan spent sleeping on her bedroom floor. 

In the gap beneath the door a glowing light flickered. Inside, 
Nolan could hear music playing softly. He knocked. 

“Go away,” Chloe murmured. 

Nolan said, “It’s me.” 

“Nolan?” Chloe asked, her tone more gleeful than before. 

Nolan could hear her footsteps approaching on the hardwood 
floor. Chloe swung the door open and stood there a moment. Her 
makeup was runny and smudged. After a short silence, a quiet tremor 
started in her throat and worked its way up and out of her mouth. She 
started to pout and cry. 

“I’m so sorry, Nolan,” Chloe said as she wept. “How can you ever 
forgive me?” 

Nolan looked around at Chloe’s room. A wire ran from Chloe’s 
iPod to a small speaker playing quiet, mopey music that he didn’t 
recognize. The only light source in the room were the dozen or so tea 
light candles that Chloe had lit. 

“Let’s sit,” Nolan said, and he motioned his hand at Chloe’s bed. 
Chloe sat at the foot of her full-sized mattress and Nolan plopped onto 
a nearby beanbag chair. 

“T’m glad your dad is okay,” Nolan said, playing with a piece of 
cuticle on his left hand. 

Chloe sniffled. “Me too.” 

“And, uh, our English teacher is downstairs.” 

“T know,” Chloe said. A short chuckle punctuated her sobs. 

“Well?” 

Chloe gazed off at her bedroom wall. “It’s a long story.” 


“So I’ve heard. Hopefully I’ll get to hear it sometime.” 

“I’m not just sorry for what I did, I’m sorry for what I said, too,” 
Chloe mumbled. “I don’t know where it came from.” 

“T didn’t know you felt that way,” Nolan said, admiring a Fall Out 
Boy poster above Chloe’s bed. He remembered the summer before 
when they saw the band in concert. They stood in the heat and rain 
for hours, and it was worth it; a big name act in East Violet was the 
most excitement the two had all summer break. “I should have known. 
I don’t know. I’m just stupid.” 

“How do you feel?” Chloe asked. She crossed her legs where she 
sat. 

“Like I’ve always wanted it, too. But I didn’t want to mess things 
up with my best friend. I didn’t want the bonfires and parties and late 
weekends together to end. And I figured that you’re going off to 
college, you know? Why get invested?” 

Chloe rolled her eyes. “Yeah, why get invested?” 

“T didn’t mean it like that,” Nolan said, trying to back peddle. 
“High School’s going to end. Going our separate ways started to feel 
like an inevitability.” 

“It didn’t have to be that way.” Chloe sighed. “You could have 
went, too. When I first mentioned Colorado, your first words were 
‘that would be so rad, I have an uncle out there.’ I got my hopes up so 
high at this sliver of hope that you might want to go. Then you never 
mentioned it again.” 

Nolan leaned back in the beanbag chair. The tea light candles 
scattered throughout the room shimmered and cast long shadows. 

“What’s the deal with the candles?” 

“The power was flickering while you were passed out.” 

“Huh.” 

“Nice change of subject, though.” 

Nolan leaned up in his chair and stood. He toddled towards 
Chloe’s bed and dropped beside her. 

“T wish we had weed.” 

Chloe laughed. 

“Seriously—the candles, the quiet music. The world ending 
outside. It’s a nice atmosphere.” Nolan grinned, amused by himself. 

Chloe bit her lip and punched him on the shoulder playfully. 
“You’re such a dumbass.” 

Nolan gulped and bent forward, put one hand on Chloe’s waist 
and pressed his lips firmly into hers. Chloe wrapped her arms around 
Nolan and swiveled herself until they were face to face. Nolan felt his 
pulse skyrocket and his lips started to feel puffy. Chloe grabbed at his 
t-shirt, careful to avoid his wounded shoulder when— 

“You’ve gotta’ be kidding me, right?” A voice grizzled from the 


doorway. Chloe and Nolan propelled away from one another and spun 
forward on the bed. 

“Both of you, downstairs. Now. Dinner’s ready.” Jim stood in the 
doorway, his arm outstretched and pointed at the stairwell down the 
hall. 

Nolan felt his face warm and change several shades of red. Chloe 
stood up from the bed so nervously that she nearly tripped. The two 
sheepishly left the room; Chloe at first, and then Nolan close behind 
her. Jim glared at the duo as they made their way to the hallway and 
down the stairs. 

“It smells amazing in here, Mr. Whiteman,” Nolan said, sniffing 
the air as he entered the kitchen. Hints of garlic and rosemary floated 
through the room. 

“Too late for kissing ass now, son,” Jim said as he pulled open the 
refrigerator door and grabbed four bottles of water. 

Dana was sitting at the kitchen table, where she watched the 
threesome awkwardly stumble in. “Ill start to plate us,” she said 
happily. Before she could stand up, Jim interrupted her. 

“We can plate ourselves, you sit and relax.” Jim pushed the chair 
opposite Dana out of the way so that he could squeeze between the 
table and the kitchen counter. A pot full of cooked noodles sat on the 
counter, cooling quickly. On the stovetop was a simmering pot of 
jarred spaghetti sauce, beside that was a loaf of slightly burnt garlic 
bread. 

“I’m sorry it ain’t eating at the Ritz,” Jim said, and he dished a 
plate and handed it to his daughter. “We were supposed to go grocery 
shopping this weekend.” 

Dana cringed in her seat and bit her bottom lip. Flashes of the 
Shop-and-Save parking lot blurred through her mind. She crossed her 
legs and tried to take her mind off of it. 

Chloe and Nolan took their plates of food and sat down at the 
table opposite of one another. Jim handed a plate of noodles and 
sauce to Dana. The foursome looked uncomfortably at one another, 
avoiding eye contact and picking at their plates of food. 

Nolan felt a slimy tongue run across his bare toe. He looked 
beneath the table and caught two puppies staring back at him with 
wanting eyes. He pinched off a bite of garlic bread and dropped it to 
the floor; the waiting pups gobbled down the treat. “These are yours, 
Miss Naccarato?” Nolan asked, finally breaking the silence. 

“Well, the chubby one is mine,” Dana said. “The other one is— 
well, my neighbor’s dog. I’m just looking after him for a while.” 

“Right on,” Nolan said, twirling some spaghetti around his fork. 
“They’re cute.” 

“You know, Nolan,” Jim said, “earlier your teacher was telling me 


that you’re doing really well in her class. She seemed surprised that 
you hadn’t asked for a letter of recommendation yet.” 

Nolan raised his eyebrows. “Well, that would be because I haven’t 
applied to any colleges yet.” 

“Oh?” Jim asked, looking at Nolan and then at Chloe. “And why is 
that?” 

“With all due respect, sir, why is that any of your business?” 

Jim looked at Chloe, his face straight and his eyes narrow. “If 
you're dating my daughter, I think it makes it entirely my business—” 

“Daddy,” Chloe interrupted. “We’re not dating.” 

“Is that so,” Jim said, dropping his fork and folding his arms. 
“Then what are you doing? What are the kids calling it—you’re just 
hooking up? For fun? Nothing serious?” 

Chloe set her glass of water down and pleaded, “No, it’s not like 
that either, Daddy. Oh my God—” 

“Then what’s it like?” Jim grunted. 

“Can we please just eat?” Nolan begged. “We’ve been through hell 
today and we’re just, like, having some American family dinner here. 
Like everything’s normal.” 

Jim took a long sip of water from his bottle, then set it down 
firmly. Nolan looked pale and disheveled, and Jim couldn’t help but 
feel bad for the boy. “All right. Maybe you're right, kid.” 

Dana’s eyes darted around the table. She was anxious to clear the 
air; the day had been filled with enough anxiety. 

“So, did you two finish your research papers?” Dana asked. 

Dana, Chloe, and Nolan all laughed. 

“I did, but Nolan forgot his at home this morning,” Chloe said 
with a giggle. 

“T see,” Dana said, and she smirked. “You know, I take ten—” 

“Points off for each day late,” Nolan said, finishing her sentence. 
He raked his shaggy hair with his fingers. 

“T think that—just this once—we can make an exception for that,” 
Dana said. “You know, considering the circumstances.” 

Nolan smiled. “I appreciate that.” 

For the length of the meal, the group shared stories of their day. 
Made conversation. Laughed. Gathered around the kitchen table, the 
four had briefly forgotten the horrors that each had encountered 
throughout the day. Jim didn’t think of Min, or how furious Sergeant 
Ingram turned when Jim radioed in his resignation on the car ride 
home. Dana had stopped checking her phone every few minutes, 
desperate to hear from her parents or sister, and Earl Ross’s face 
stopped running through her mind. The guilt that Chloe felt over 
Alicia’s death had slid away. Both she and Nolan had managed to stop 
thinking of the bus crash, of the plane crash, and the never-ending 


stream of news reports on the living room television. 

When it seemed as though everyone had finished eating, Nolan 
slapped his stomach. “Thank you, Mr. Whiteman. It was delicious.” 

Jim folded his hands and looked at Nolan. “Want a nickel’s worth 
of advice for free?” 

“Uh, sure.” 

“Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. It was canned spaghetti sauce over 
fettuccini noodles that I’m pretty sure expired a month ago.” 

Nolan grinned. 

“But your appreciation is welcome,” Jim said. 

“Dad, may Nolan and I be excused?” Chloe asked. 

“Depends, excused to where?” 

“The living room,” Chloe said, blushing. 

“Sure,” Jim answered. 

“Come on,” Chloe said, motioning Nolan towards the living room. 
“Let’s find a movie to watch or something.” 

“Leave a little room for the holy spirit,” Jim said, waving the two 
off. “I mean it. I can see the couch from here, don’t forget that Don 
Juan.” 

“Please, let me help,” Dana said as Jim started to clear the table. 

“No—” 

“Jim,” Dana said firmly, but politely. “Ever since you picked me 
up, you’ve treated me like ’m an invalid. I can help with dishes. 
Please, it’ll make me feel useful. 

“Well, sure—fine,” Jim said. Dana stood up and helped gather the 
dirty dishes and utensils from around the table. “At least let me get 
you a beer,” Jim offered, handing her a short stack of plates. 

Dana smiled. “I wouldn’t object to that. What have you got?” 

Jim opened the refrigerator door and pulled out two green, glass 
bottles. Dana seemed amused. 

“What?” Jim asked, handing Dana a bottle. 

“T don’t think I’ve had one of these since freshman year.” 

“What? A beer?” 

“T’ve had beer...just not this kind.” 

The two clinked their bottles together and took a sip. Jim winked. 
“Bitter, right?” 

“A little,” Dana said, wincing. 

“It’s the only brand that the two knuckle heads on the living room 
sofa won’t steal while ’m working double shifts. They think I don’t 
know what they’re up to.” 

Dana laughed. “They’re good kids, Jim.” 

“Yeah. Well, maybe.” 

“Trust me,” Dana continued. “They are. They’re just kids. And 
they’re growing up fast, I get that. But they’re good kids.” 


“T just, uh,” Jim stuttered as he filled the sink with soapy water. 
Dana leaned against the stove with her beer. “I was the same age as 
Nolan and Chloe when Chloe’s mother and I first got together. 
Everyone called it puppy love, but we stayed together. I, uh—I see a 
lot of us in them. And I want a lot more than that for Chloe.” 

“Ah,” Dana said. “ That’s why you’re riding him so hard about 
college?” 

“T know it’s not really my place. And I know for a fact his father 
rides him harder about it than I ever will. But if he’s going to be 
joined at my daughter’s hip, then yeah. Yeah, I’ll ride him.” 

“Have you ever thought that it might just fizzle out? I know 
Chloe’s going to Colorado State. If Nolan hasn’t applied yet, I don’t see 
him getting there in time for freshman year.” 

“She’ll stay behind for him, I know she will,” Jim said as he 
scrubbed a plate. 

“Psh,” Dana said. “I don’t think so.” 

“She will. She’s talked about Colorado State since freshman year, 
and the other day I got an application packet in the mail from that 
community college over in Riverside.” 

Dana shook her head. “What will be will be. Whether you like it 
or not, she’ll be eighteen soon. And she’s doing to do what she wants 
to do.” 

“You talk like you have a teenage daughter yourself.” 

“Hah,” Dana cackled. “No—but between my little sister and all the 
students I’ve had, I might as well have. I’ve seen it a million times, 
from up close and afar. What will be will be.” 

Jim placed some plates on a drying rack beside the sink as Elvis 
and Elliott clattered over towards Dana. “Dammit,” she muttered. 
“They have to potty.” 

Jim sighed. “Let me grab my belt. We'll use the backyard, at least 
it’s fenced in.” Jim picked up his gun belt from a coat rack then 
waved for Dana to come outside with the dogs. “Let’s be quick.” 

The air was cool and crisp and the last slivers of light clung to the 
horizon. Above, the sky was clear, calm, and covered with patches of 
glittering stars. It was a welcome change of view from the gray clouds 
that had hung low all day. 

Over the east fence of the yard, Jim could see the Dodson family 
packing up their junky blue station wagon. Mrs. Dodson was fastening 
her two small children, tightly wrapped in layers of jackets and 
scarves, into the backseat of the jalopy. Mr. Dodson was strapping 
luggage to the top of the vehicle while his wife finished buckling the 
children. 

Jim waved a friendly hello; Mr. Dodson glared, slammed shut the 
trunk of the vehicle, and hollered something indiscernible at his wife 


before the couple jumped into the front seat and sped out of the 
driveway. 

“Well fuck you too,” Jim grumbled. 

Dana yanked the leashes in her hand, steering the two dogs 
towards a patch of grass. “I wonder what their problem was?” 

The neighborhood was eerily quiet. No screaming, no gunfire. In 
the distance, Jim watched two helicopters hover on opposite ends of a 
cloud of smoke rising from the ground. Their searchlights were 
focused on a single point. 

“They’re almost finished,” Dana said, reeling Elliott’s leash in. 

Jim glanced around the yard and at the Dodson’s empty house. He 
was so certain there might be some type of trouble, he was nearly 
disappointed at how uneventful the dog walk had been. 

“Good,” Jim said. “I’m going to grab a couple inflatable mattresses 
for us out of the garage, why don’t you go back inside?” 

Dana nodded. “I can wait out here with you.” 

Jim patted his gun belt. “I'll be fine.” 

“Be careful, you know...with her.” Dana hurried back into the 
house. 

Jim had almost forgotten. When Dana and he pulled into his 
driveway earlier, his neighbor, Mrs. Hatfield, was pounding away at 
the front door of his home. 

“Hey!” Jim called out, as he approached his home. Gun shots rang 
out in his living room. 

Mrs. Hatfield spun around towards the fast approaching officer. 
Her face covered in blisters and lesions, Jim had no doubt that she 
was one of the ones touched by the virus sweeping through East 
Violet. At first, he reached for his gun—but, it was Mrs. Hatfield. The 
woman who brought gingerbread cookies over each Christmas and 
kept an eye on the house whenever Chloe and Jim were out of town. 

After the gunfire ceased, Jim carefully approached the door and 
wrestled Mrs. Hatfield to the ground. His daring maneuver successful, 
he dragged her to the garage while Dana ran in to check on the kids. 
He had barely finished tying Mrs. Hatfield’s ankles together and 
cuffing her wrists when Dana’s screams for help ripped through the 
air. He left Mrs. Hatfield behind, and dashed back into his home, 
where he found Nolan injured. In the excitement of the afternoon, he 
had practically forgotten about the woman he left tied up in his 
garage. 

Tiptoeing through his garage, Jim expected to hear his neighbor 
hissing and barking from the spot that he had left her so many hours 
earlier. When he reached the front of the building, he found the 
woman sprawled out in her pink bathrobe. Motionless. 

“Mrs. Hatfield,” Jim called out, not expecting an answer but 


anticipating some kind of movement. Nothing. 

Jim unholstered his gun. He approached the woman where she lay 
face down on the cool cement floor of the garage. 

She was still. Her ankles were raw and worn from where she had 
kicked at her restraints. The same went for her wrists, outstretched 
above her head. The skin was red and torn where it rubbed against the 
metal cuffs Jim so carefully applied. 

“Mrs. Hatfield?” Jim grabbed a rake from the wall beside him and 
extended the handle until it was pressed against her ribs. He gave the 
woman a couple of jabs. This is so undignified, Jim thought. 

Still, no movement. Jim crouched beside his fallen neighbor and 
studied her carefully. No breathing, no kicking, no hissing and no 
spitting. Her mouth gaped open, eerily frozen as if ready to take a 
bite. 

She’s dead, Jim thought. He studied the front of her chest to see if 
maybe one of Chloe’s wayward bullets had hit their mark. Not a 
scratch. 

Jim tiptoed back from Mrs. Hatfield and mumbled a prayer under 
his breath. He grabbed a plastic storage container full of camping 
equipment and headed back into the house. 

When he returned inside, he found Chloe sprawled out on the 
couch, sound asleep. Dana was passed out in a recliner, and Nolan was 
sitting at the kitchen table. 

“Are you okay, Mr. Whiteman?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

“You look a little pale.” 

“T’'m fine—it’s nothing.” Jim dropped the plastic container on the 
floor. “The girls fell asleep?” 

“Yep,” Nolan said. He took a sip from his bottle of water. 

“And why are you still up?” 

“Figured [’'d stay awake with you. Us men will watch the house, 
right?” Nolan beat his chest and grunted sarcastically. 

“Yeah,” Jim said. “Us men.” 

Jim walked over to the fridge, opened it, and stuck his hand deep 
inside. Some glass clanked, and when he stepped back from the door 
Nolan could see that he was holding two bottles of beer. 

“Well,” Jim said, raising his eyebrows and returning to the table, 
“itll be a long night, we might as well enjoy it.” 

He set one beer in front of his seat and the other in front of Nolan. 
Nolan stared at the beverage for a moment, unsure of how to react. 

“What’s the matter?” Jim asked. “Not your brand?” 

Nolan shook his head. “It’s not that, it’s just—is this some kind of 
test?” 

Jim laughed. “Have the damn beer, kid.” 


Nolan unscrewed the cap of the bottle hesitantly, then took a sip 
and grimaced. 

“That’s the look I like to see,” Jim said with a chuckle. He took a 
sip off his own bottle then dug deep into the storage bin between his 
legs. After a second or two of fishing around, he pulled out a tattered 
deck of cards. 

“What do we do now?” Nolan asked. 

Jim shuffled the deck of cards. “Well, first ’'m going to deal—and 
then, we’re going to wait.” 

“Wait for what?” 

Jim looked at the kitchen door, and then over at the door in the 
living room. He cut the deck and started passing cards between 
himself and Nolan. “Hopefully, nothing.” 


EIGHTEEN 


Dr. Merrill napped on the couch in his office. He made it absolutely 
clear that he should only be disturbed if one of three things were to 
happen: the arrival of a new patient, a fire, or when a member of 
creep ward approached their twenty-third hour of infection. 

It was hard for Paul to fall asleep over the cheers that boomed 
throughout the hospital. The general attitude of all involved was that 
the past twenty-four hours were a war—one that was won with 
unexpected ease. 

Even as reports poured in from New York confirming the sudden 
demise of those citizens afflicted by the unusual virus, Paul could not 
feel relief. His patients—whatever they were—were dying. Rapidly. 
Before a cure could be found, before aid could be administered, they 
were dropping like proverbial flies. 

For Agent Litchfield and his crew, the deaths of a few infected—as 
disheartening as it may be—were not enough to quash the excitement 
caused by the near miss of a large scale epidemic. As far as Litchfield 
and the other CDC staff were concerned, the world had just walked on 
the razor’s edge of extinction—and miraculously, humanity had 
triumphed. 

A quick, loud knock rattled the thin door of Paul’s office. 

“Doctor,” Nurse Sherri called. “Doctor, it’s almost time again.” 

Paul rubbed his eyes, then flicked his wrist. He groaned as he 
checked the time. Though he spent the day trying to stay strong and 
hardened as an example for the rest of the staff, the hours were taking 
their toll. Even Sherri’s sweet, pleasant voice had become irritating 
and unwelcomed. 

“Doctor?” Sherri repeated, louder this time. She gently turned the 
knob before her. Paul yanked the door open. The knob flew out of 
Sherri’s delicate hand and startled her. He stood in the door frame, 
hair amiss, his white coat wrinkled and unkempt. Though his eyes 
were narrow and squinted, Sherri could easily see how bloodshot they 
had become. 

“Come in,” Paul said, extending his arm. 

“I brought you some coffee,” Sherri said, handing the doctor a 
paper cup. She took a seat in front of his desk. 

“Thank you,” he said, taking a seat opposite the young nurse. “I’ve 
known you a long time now, Sherri. I can tell when something’s 
bothering you. Out with it.” 

“I don’t want to upset you.” 

“Luckily for you, I am physically incapable of getting anymore 
upset today than I already am.” 


“Three more came in while you were out.” 

Paul shook his head. 

“It’s just,” Sherri continued, “no one wanted to wake you. We all 
knew you needed the rest.” 

“What else?” 

Sherri looked at the clock on the wall. “Damian Palmer is 
approaching his twenty-second and a half hour since infection. They 
want you up on creep ward.” 

Paul nodded. “And yet, I sense there’s even more.” 

Sherri smiled politely. “Two agents from Washington will be 
landing soon. They’ve asked to speak to you personally.” 

“Agents from where?” 

“Tm not...sure.” 

“Okay,” Paul said, standing up from his chair. “Very well then. 
Thank you for the coffee and the update.” Paul looked at Sherri. She 
kept a thin smile on at all times, but it failed at disguising her 
exhaustion. Paul pointed at the couch. “You should have a rest.” 

Sherri cocked her head. “I couldn’t.” 

“T insist,” Paul said. “You’ve been here just as long as I have and 
you’ve had half as much rest.” 

“Tll think about it,” Sherri said as she followed the doctor out of 
the office. 

The two strolled down the hall together, approaching the elevator 
that led to creep ward. 

“I know all of this saddens you, doctor, but try to think of the 
positive,” Sherri said. “They’ve started evacuations in Riverside and 
even some southern areas of East Violet. By sunrise tomorrow, we’ll 
all be shipping out of here. Everything is going to turn out okay.” 

“You are a sweet girl,” Paul said, pressing the call button for the 
elevator. “Stay down here—keep those Washington agents, whoever 
they are, occupied while the CDC throws another victory party for 
Damian. I can’t juggle them and new faces, yes?” 

“Sure thing, Dr. Merrill.” 

The elevator dinged and the steel doors slid open before Paul. He 
nodded and stepped aboard, plugged his key in, hit the button for 
creep ward and smiled as the doors slowly closed between Sherri and 
him. 

When the elevator doors reopened, two nurses waiting nearby 
assisted the doctor into a yellow Hazmat suit. Down the hall, swarms 
of doctors, nurses, and CDC agents hustled back and forth. A clock in 
the creep ward hallway clicked. Tick, tock, tick, tock. Every swing of 
the second hand was heavy and ominous, until it was the only sound 
the doctor found himself focusing on. The hour and minute hands 
pointed at 8:43. Damian Palmer came in around 10 PM the night 


before. In a matter of moments he would near his twenty-third hour of 
infection. The staff at East Violet Memorial were bursting with 
anticipation to see what would happen next. 

Fully suited, Paul pushed forward down the hallway towards 
creep ward. A crowd had formed around the foot of Damian’s bedside. 
One doctor held a camera, recording the patient’s weak and ghastly 
movements. Another doctor stood by with a clipboard, feverishly 
scribbling notes. Agent Litchfield stood near the corner of the room, 
his hands flailing about as he talked excitedly into an ear piece, his 
visor fogging and clearing with each enthusiastic breath. 

Paul picked up one of several clipboards hooked to the foot of 
Damian’s bed, all of which detailed the nature of his injuries and why 
he was administered. Scanning the pages of notes, it felt to Paul as if 
something didn’t add up. A puzzle piece was missing. 

“Who else was brought in with Damian?” Paul asked. The 
commotion around the gurney continued to rumble. 

Paul cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Who else was 
brought in alongside this patient?” he asked, practically shouting. 

The room hushed. A voice unseen in the crowd piped up with “no 
one else, doctor.” 

“Well,” Paul went on, flipping through pages of notes. “He was in 
a severe, head-on collision. Unless that collision was with a tree— 
which it was not, the police report identifies another vehicle—there 
should be another patient with him. Where’s the driver of the other 
vehicle?” 

The doctors and nurses in the room murmured and flipped 
through their own pages of notes, none of them able to give Paul a 
clear answer. Finally, Litchfield ended his phone call and hollered 
over the low roar of voices, “There was no other driver.” 

Litchfield approached the space in front of Damian where Paul 
was standing. “I spoke to the cop who brought him in—the other car 
fled.” 

“Any clue as to what the make of the other car was?” Paul asked. 

“Some witnesses said that they watched a white Range Rover 
speed off, apparently,” Litchfield said. 

Paul thought hard. East Violet was a prosperous town, and a 
Range Rover wasn’t an uncommon enough luxury vehicle for any 
particular individual to come to mind. Paul felt like he was close to 
something— 

Grargh! Urch! Blargh! Damian moaned and pulled at his restraints. 
He squirmed and contorted in the straps that bound him to his 
hospital bed. The skin on his face clung tight; his dry, chapped lips 
smacked open and shut at the air in front of him. His eyes floated 
around aimlessly, often times in directions independent of one 


another. Every so often they would roll back in his head entirely. Bits 
of flesh flaked away from his body and clumped together on either 
side of him. 

Damian let out a guttural howl that shocked some of the nurses 
standing close to him. Several of them leapt back in fear. More 
hissing. More howling. Eventually, Damian pulled up so hard with his 
left arm that the limb separated at the elbow joint. The severed piece 
of appendage lay motionless on the gurney, still strapped down by the 
wrist, while Damian flailed around a bloodied stump that gushed with 
a pulpy, viscous, black ooze. 

Thump. A nurse in the back of the room fainted and collapsed onto 
the floor; a nearby doctor helped her to her feet and brought her out 
of the room. 

Damian fixated his eyes on Paul. The two stared deeply into one 
another’s eyes, Paul’s expressionless and Damian’s full of rage. All at 
once, the shrieking stopped. Damian’s split arm dropped lifelessly 
beside him. His head rolled to the side as a dribble of spit and blood 
leaked onto his pillow. 

“Twenty-three hours, almost to the Goddamn minute!” Litchfield 
cheered from across the room. 

Paul turned back for the hallway that led to the elevator. He 
trudged along, shoulders drooped. I should be happy, I suppose. Yet he 
couldn’t shake the feeling that he had failed. Failed Marc, failed 
Damian, and before long the entire wing of creep ward would perish 
in spite of his efforts. He and Agent Litchfield had tried different 
combinations of antiviral medications, all of which had no effect. Out 
of desperation, Paul even tried several different antibiotics, despite the 
fact that any first day medical student should know they are useless in 
combatting viral infections. 

Stripped of his hazmat suit and having passed through 
decontamination, Paul rode the elevator from creep ward back to the 
floor below. When the doors opened they revealed a thin, petite 
woman and a tall, chubby man with a messy goatee. 

“Dr. Merrill,” the female figure said, extending a hand, “we’ve 
heard so much about you. My name is Stephanie Perry, and this is my 
colleague, Matthew Ritchie. We’ve just landed and we'd love to ask 
you some questions.” 

“IT didn’t catch where you’re from?” Paul said as he shook 
Stephanie’s hand, then Matthew’s. 

“We’re from Washington,” Matthew said plainly. 

“Uh-huh,” Paul said, “my nurse mentioned that earlier. Which 
agency are you here on behalf of? I suppose that was the question I 
meant to ask.” 

Matthew opened a briefcase and pulled out a slip of paper 


crammed edge-to-edge with legalese. At the bottom of the document 
was a judge’s signature. 

“We are not at liberty to discuss that,” Matthew said, “but please 
rest assured that we are here in good faith and in the best interest of 
this hospital, as well as the city of East Violet.” 

Paul handed the paper back to Matthew then crossed his arms. 

“Please,” Stephanie said. “We have full jurisdiction here, and I 
must wholeheartedly emphasize what my partner just said about 
having your hospital’s best interests in mind. Your cooperation would 
be greatly appreciated.” 

“And if I don’t wish to cooperate?” Paul asked. 

Stephanie let out a hmph. “We’re on your side, doctor. But if you’d 
like to reexamine the document my partner just handed you, you'll 
find that your cooperation would not only be appreciated, but that it 
is legally required.” 

“Well then,” Dr. Merrill laughed. “To my office then, yes?” 


Paul slumped in his office chair. Stephanie and Matthew took a seat 
opposite of him. 

“Doctor Merrill,” Matthew said, pulling a folder from his briefcase. 

“Call me Paul, please,” the doctor interrupted. “We’re all on a 
first-name basis here.” 

“Sure,” Matthew said, combing through some papers in his folder. 
“T have here that you appeared on a television show three years ago— 
a daytime, talk show affair.” 

“The Daily Doc?” Paul asked in disbelief. “Yes, but what has that 
have to do with anything?” 

Matthew leaned back. “It was one of their highest rated episodes. 
You discussed the importance of vaccinating children.” 

“Yes,” Paul said bluntly. “So?” 

“Two months after that episode aired,” Matthew continued, 
“producers for The Daily Doc asked you back. And you accepted?” 

“Yes.” 

“And again the show had tremendous ratings.” Matthew examined 
a pie-chart that he pulled from his folder. “Six weeks after that 
episode aired, you were asked back again—” 

“And I declined.” 

“Do you mind explaining why?” 

“I was busy working on a publication and I did not want any more 
distractions. I was also worried that my appearances would paint me 
as a doctor more interested in hosting daytime television than 
practicing medicine.” 

“They offered you a lot of money,” Stephanie blurted. 

Paul laughed. “The money wasn’t the point—please, why are we 


talking about any of this right now?” 

“The viewers loved you,” Matthew continued. “Test audiences 
show—and don’t take offense to this data—that you were ethnic, but 
not too ethnic. A bit stern looking, but intelligent and approachable.” 

“Forgive my partner for a moment,” Stephanie said. She could see 
the blood flowing to the surface of Paul’s face. “What we mean to say 
is that, in several months, you’re going to be contacted for a 
primetime talk show appearance. The United States government 
would like you to be a spokesperson for all that has happened today, 
given your commendable dedication to your role as a practitioner and 
your first hand experiences with the EV1 virus.” 

Paul laughed. “Not a chance.” 

Stephanie leaned forward slowly. “Your cooperation would be 
greatly appreciated in this matter.” 

Paul groaned. 

“Agent Ritchie or myself will be in contact with you to discuss 
your script, and what you’re allowed and disallowed to discuss—” 

“My script?” Paul asked in disbelief. 

“Doctor,” Stephanie continued, “I understand your apprehension 
and I wish you were no more involved in this than myself or Agent 
Ritchie have to be. These are all choices that were made outside of 
your hands and outside of our hands, and for the benefit of all those 
involved it’s probably best that we just...roll with it, for lack of a 
better term...okay?” 

“Fine,” Paul said. “Is there anything else?” 

“A bit more,” Matthew added. “We'd like you to help put together 
a time line for us, okay?” 

Paul nodded. 

“Yesterday afternoon, Marc Cooper arrives at your hospital, sick. 
You knew his father?” Matthew rearranged several pieces of paper in 
his briefcase. 

“T did,” Paul said. 

“So Marc comes in—dies—and I get it, this entire phenomenon is 
new, so it’s quite startling when Marc comes back to life. Time passes, 
now it’s morning, and you find out John and Geraldine Cooper pass 


”? 


“Yes,” Paul said. 

“Within an hour of their passing, Alicia Cooper is brought in—” 

“You must be mistaken,” Paul said. “Alicia Cooper is not in my 
ward.” 

“Yes she is, doctor. Patient 06784. You have her listed as 
unidentified. She was involved in quite the bus accident this 
morning.” 

Paul’s eyes welled with tears. He pulled his fist to his mouth and 


bit it. “Little Alicia? I didn’t even recognize her.” 

Matthew paused for a moment so that Paul could regain his 
composure. 

“Then, just this afternoon, a transatlantic flight piloted by who? 
None other than Russell Cooper—John and Geraldine’s child, Marc’s 
Brother, Alicia’s uncle—crashes into the Henderson High School.” 

“What do you want me to tell you?” Paul said, his voice crackling. 

“I mean, it seems like an awfully big coincidence, does it not?” 
Matthew asked, his voice rife with sarcasm. 

“I’m sure many families perished today. Where are you going with 
this?” 

Matthew cleared his throat and pulled yet another folder from his 
briefcase. He opened the folder, flipped some pages, then pulled out a 
black and white photo of a young man and woman. “Look familiar?” 

“Yes,” Paul said. 

“Would you please identify them?” Matthew asked. 

“Adam and Kimberly Cooper.” 

“Ding-ding-ding,” Matthew said. “Alicia’s parents, Adam and 
Kimberly Cooper. The only members of the Cooper-clan not seen in 
the past thirty-six hours. Not once. They’ve vanished into thin air. 
Have you seen them, doctor?” 

Paul shook his head. “No, I haven’t.” 

Matthew leaned close into the doctor’s desk. “You seem like one 
of the good ones, Paul. An honest guy. A miracle worker, literally. So 
T’ll ask you just once more, and this time I’ll inform you that both 
Adam and Kimberly Cooper have—as of 2:30 PM this afternoon—been 
classified as enemies of the state, and to withhold information 
regarding their whereabouts would be considered treasonous.” 

Paul couldn’t help but laugh. “Treasonous? I haven’t seem them in 
years, let alone today.” 

Matthew studied Paul’s face for a moment. He sighed when he 
realized that the doctor was telling the truth. 

Stephanie stood up from her seat and excused herself and Agent 
Ritchie. “Thank you doctor,” she said, extending her hand, “your help 
and cooperation tonight have been—” 

“Greatly appreciated?” Paul asked, laughing. 

Stephanie smirked. “I apologize for any inconvenience we’ve 
caused you. Please know we’re only acting in accordance with today’s 
extraordinary circumstances.” 

“Sure,” Paul said. 

“Get some rest, doctor,” Matthew said. “You look like hell. We’re 
about to put the word out over every television and radio channel in 
East Violet—your hospital will be an evacuation zone come sunrise. 
National Guard units are on their way now for escort. It’s going to be 


a busy day.” 


NINETEEN 


In the balmy, summer air Jim watched her. Chloe swung carelessly 
back and forth on her swing set, the one Jim assembled in the 
backyard of the home he made with his wife. His young daughter 
laughed wildly, kicking her feet at the ground, rocketing higher and 
higher with each thrust. 

Jim found himself worried by the speed and height of each 
subsequent swing. You'll fall off. He reached out towards her from 
across the yard when— 

The sound of a car pulling up outside woke Jim. A cool dribble of 
spit hung from the corner of his mouth. His back was sore and stiff 
from dozing off in the wooden chair at the head of the kitchen table. 

Across from him Nolan slept, unalarmed by the approaching 
vehicle outside. He lay face down on the table, his arm outstretched in 
front of him. Clutched in his hand were a pair of queens. 

“You bluffing little shit,” Jim chuckled softly. 

Jim stood up and adjusted his belt. Quietly, he tiptoed into the 
living room, passing Chloe and Dana where they lay sound asleep. 

The drowsy officer peeked through the blinds. Parked halfway in 
the driveway and halfway on the front lawn was a familiar looking 
silver Chevy sedan. 

What the hell? 

Jim opened the front door and shut it firmly behind him. The 
driver side door of the Chevy burst open. Exploding from inside of it 
was a dark, short, stocky frame. It rose to its feet and waddled up the 
driveway towards Jim. 

“Ingram?” Jim called out. “Jesus, Sarge, come on in.” 

When Ingram had hobbled close enough to Jim, he kicked 
forward, landing a powerful blow squarely on Jim’s knee. Jim grunted 
and collapsed forward; before he could fall face-first on the steps in 
front of him, Ingram grabbed him by the collar and dragged him 
forward. 

“What the hell is the matter with you?” Jim gasped, shocked by 
the pain thundering through his right knee. It crippled him; tingly 
euphoric waves rolled up and down his leg. Desperately, he clawed at 
the gelatinous stomach dangling in front of him. 

Without saying a word, Ingram propped Jim on his knees in the 
center of the postage-stamp sized yard. He connected his right fist to 
Jim’s jaw with a considerable blow. Wham. Without hesitation, he 
reeled back his left fist and rocketed it into Jim’s stomach. Jim let out 
a helpless grunt and fell forward, then rolled onto his back. 

Ingram flopped to the ground and kneeled over Jim’s waist, then 


grabbed the battered man by his shoulders. Weakened and 
disoriented, Jim fell into Ingram’s chubby arms like a ragdoll. 

“Blankenship is dead,” Ingram hollered, as he shook Jim’s limp 
body. “They pulled his charred body from that fucking high school 
your daughter goes to. I sent him there, Jim. I sent him there for you. 
So, this one’s for Blankenship.” 

Ingram thrust his arms forward and downward with a burst of 
energy. Jim’s head cracked against the edge of the cement walkway 
that led to the front door of his house. 

Jim’s world went black then exploded back to life; brilliant colors 
danced before his eyes. “Sarge, stop,” Jim gurgled. He reached for the 
service pistol on his hip, but Ingram’s massive thighs blocked him 
from accessing it. “Please. Stop.” 

“After you and all your pussy friends jumped ship, I stayed at the 
station and did the work of ten men.” Ingram spit into Jim’s face. 
“While I stayed behind doing your job, they crawled into my house 
and ate her alive, Jim. My Janice is dead. Because of you.” Ingram 
slammed Jim downward once more. Again, Jim’s head smacked into 
the pavement beneath him. He coughed and groaned and flailed his 
arms uselessly. He tried to ignore the warm sensation creeping from 
the back of his head and down his neck, but it was futile—he knew 
that at any moment he would pass out, and once passed out, he would 
be unable to defend himself. He would be dead. 

Jim gurgled out a glob of spit and blood and thought of Chloe. Not 
so high, Chloe. You'll fall off. 

“And this one, you traitorous motherfucker, is for me.” Ingram 
rolled up his shirt sleeve, revealing a wound that looked similar to a 
bite taken out of a fresh, crisp apple. “I got this beauty on the drive 
over to my old pal Jim’s house.” Black tar oozed from the hole in 
Ingram’s arm. 

“Ain’t it a beaut, Jim?” Ingram said. He taunted Jim once or twice 
before winding back his meaty fist and plowing it into the left side of 
Jim’s skull. Instantly, Jim’s world turned dark. His body went limp on 
the chilly, dewy grass. 

“Deserter,” Ingram ridiculed. He reached behind his back and 
pulled out a .40 caliber hand gun. “You...fucking...deserter...” 

Ingram began to wheeze and pant as he pressed the muzzle of the 
hand gun against Jim’s lifeless face. As badly as he wanted to, he 
could not pull the trigger. His fingers turned to rubbery goo and what 
felt like a small army of fire ants marched from the center of his chest 
and outwards, towards the end of each of his extremities. The virus 
had taken its hold. There was no fighting it. 

The summer of Chloe’s seventh birthday, Jim drove his family out 
to a waterpark in Riverside to cool off. It was unseasonably warm that 


summer. For a brief moment, Jim lost sight of Chloe while waiting in 
line for a long, twisting waterslide. There was no greater happiness 
than the joy and relief he felt when he found her beside an ice cream 
kiosk. As if he could breathe again— 

Breathe. I can’t breathe. Jim’s eyes fluttered open and _ shut. 
Ingram’s massive body pinned Jim between the earth beneath him and 
the sky above him. Every inch of the sergeant’s four-hundred pound 
frame weighed down on Jim’s thin build. He’s dead—Oh God, he’s 
dead, it’s happening to him! Jim panted and struggled to reach the gun 
fastened to his hip, but Ingram’s gargantuan belly made accessing it 
difficult. 

Ingram started to moan lowly. His eyes had rolled back in his 
head. His teeth snapped open and shut. The layers of fat on the 
sergeant’s neck were the only protective cushioning keeping Jim from 
being bit. 

I’ve almost got it, Jim thought, his fingers cramping from stretching 
them as far as they would reach. The tip of his index finger grazed his 
holster. He flicked at it desperately and unlatched it. The gun was 
free. 

Glorp. Arkch. Blurp. Ingram started to make retching noises and his 
head whipped forward and backward. 

Almost. Almost. Jim slid a finger into the trigger guard of the gun, 
looped a knuckle around it, and fished it forward. He had the gun 
firmly in his grasp, but it was hard to concentrate. His skull throbbed 
so painfully that it was almost impossible to focus. The world in front 
of him would turn fuzzy and dark, then refill with vibrant light and 
color, only to turn dark again. 

Jim pulled his firearm upward, freeing his hand from the pressure 
of Ingram’s weight. He swung the gun forward and had it nearly 
pressed against Ingram’s flabby jaw when— 

Click. Clack. Ingram sunk his teeth deep into Jim’s shoulder, then 
jerked his head backward. Jim looked forward in disbelief as his 
former sergeant knelt above him, chewing on a tattered piece of Jim’s 
shirt. Jim raised his gun, the tip of the barrel aimed precisely between 
Ingram’s eyes, and pulled the trigger. A misty, warm spray rained 
down upon Jim’s face, and Ingram slumped sideward, freeing Jim. 

The front door of the Whiteman residence erupted. Chloe came 
running out, shocked by the sound of the fired gun. 

“Daddy!” Chloe cried. Jim knelt in the center of his front lawn, his 
face and chest covered in blood. He was gasping for air. 

“Chloe, stay—” Jim coughed up a glob of scarlet and collapsed 
forward onto the ground. 


Jim’s black Suburban careened down Pigeon Hill Road. 


“Faster,” Chloe cried. 

Dana leaned up from the rear seat where she sat with Jim. “No, 
Nolan, not any faster,” she plead, her face white. Jim sat slumped in 
his seat, in the same position he was when Noland and Chloe lifted 
him into the truck and buckled him in. He was out cold. 

“He’s dying,” Chloe screamed, turning back from the front 
passenger seat to glare at Dana. 

“We'll die too if Nolan pushes this Goddamn truck any faster. 
Nolan, slow down!” Dana gasped as the truck blew through a dip in 
the road. The maneuver left a sensation in the bottom of her stomach, 
like she was riding a roller coaster. 

“What happened to him?” Chloe sobbed, turning back towards the 
road ahead of them. 

“That asshole beat him half to death,” Nolan grumbled, squeezing 
the steering wheel tightly, “before your dad blew his fucking head 
off.” 

“Why would someone want to beat up my father like that?” Chloe 
said, her voice cracking. So much of the mysterious assailant’s face 
was missing that she couldn’t recognize him as Sergeant Ingram. 

“T can’t think about that right now,” Nolan said. Up ahead, the 
wreckage of a downed helicopter blocked Pigeon Hill Road just before 
the road widened into Maple Avenue. 

“What are you waiting for?” Chloe begged. 

“What do you mean ‘what am I waiting for?’” 

“Drive through!” 

Nolan laughed. “Jesus, Chloe. I can’t just drive through!” 

Chloe pointed forward, tapping her finger on the windshield. 
“Drive over the side of the road there, there’s a path!” 

Dana sat in her seat, a golf ball sized lump in her throat. Jim’s 
breathing was shallow. Sporadic. Labored. She turned to the left just 
long enough to see the Xtra Mart—or what was left of it, at least— 
smoldering across the street. 

“Stop arguing, please,” Dana said. “I know a way into town.” 

Nolan pulled the steering wheel left as Dana had instructed him 
to. The Suburban crawled between a dumpster and a ditch beside the 
convenient store. When it made its way into the clearing behind the 
store, a bloodied figure leapt up out of the tall blades of grass. 

“Oh my God!” Chloe gasped. The thin male beat a palm against 
her window, leaving a bloodied handprint on it. His teeth clicked 
open and shut; his eyeballs swam around in his skull in opposite 
directions. 

“Is that Nicky Moore?” Chloe asked, still startled. 

Elliott barked from the rear of the vehicle as Nicky passed by the 
window. “It was Nicky Moore,” Dana clarified. 


The Suburban zoomed through the tall grass behind the Xtra Mart, 
cutting a path as it sped along. When it reached the steep 
embankment between the clearing and the railroad tracks, Nolan 
cautiously slowed down. 

“T don’t think we'll make it up,” Nolan choked. 

“Trust me, we will,” Dana said. “I made it in a Prius.” 

Nolan cackled as the Suburban lurched forward, tires digging into 
the hillside. “You did this in a Prius?” 

Once atop the embankment, Nolan again hit the gas. 

“How does he look?” Chloe asked, turning back towards Dana. 

Dana swallowed hard and lied. “He’s going to be okay, Chloe.” 

The truck reached a section of track where the rails narrowed and 
passed over a bridge. Before Dana could speak, Nolan stomped the 
accelerator. The right rearview mirror clipped off with a spark as the 
Suburban drove over the planks of wood. Thump-thump-thump-thump. 

“Turn here,” Dana said, pointing at the back lot of a used car 
dealership. Nolan pulled the steering wheel to the right and the car 
swerved through one last clearing before making its way onto 
Washington Street. 

The streets were mostly empty. Nolan made sharp turn after sharp 
turn until he was facing East Violet Memorial. 

“Shit,” Dana said, scooting up in her seat to get a better look at 
the building before them. The street was clogged with cars and 
frightened residents. They crowded the parking lot in front of the 
building. A helicopter hummed overhead. Countless tanks and 
Humvees lined the street. Rows of busses filled both lanes of traffic in 
front of the hospital. 

“They’re starting the evacuation,” Nolan said flatly. 

Chloe leapt from the passenger’s seat and out into the street. 

“What are you doing?” Nolan asked, before she slammed the door 
shut. 

Chloe climbed onto the hood of the Suburban and waved her arms 
desperately in the air. “Help! Help!” She cried as she howled the 
words. “Someone, please help us! 


TWENTY 


“We've got four coming up,” a male nurse announced from far off in 
the dimly lit hallway. “Two adults: one male, one female; two 
adolescents: one male, one female.” 

As the nurse made the announcement, he breezed quickly by 
Sherri’s desk. A stack of paperwork she was filling out fluttered as he 
passed. 

“Alive?” Sherri asked. 

The nurse scoffed and continued to hustle towards an elevator at 
the end of the hall. 

“Hey, Rolland. Are they dead or alive?” 

The male nurse turned towards Sherri as the elevator dinged open 
behind him. “The word ‘alive’ has become fairly subjective today, 
wouldn’t you say?” 

Sherri winced, not amused by Rolland’s morbid sense of humor. 
Sensing her annoyance, the young male nurse clapped his hands 
together and clarified. “Alive, Sherri. In the broadest definition of the 
word. Suit up, they’re waiting in the lobby.” 

Several nurses assembled near the elevator alongside Sherri. “We 
shouldn’t be taking new patients, we should be getting ready for 
evac,” one said. 

Sherri stood in the corner of the elevator, uncomfortably shoved 
up against Rolland. As far as Sherri was concerned, Rolland was 
young, arrogant, and a show off. She had been thankful for how little 
their paths had crossed over the past forty-eight hours. 

“Try not to look so serious, Sherri,” Rolland said with a wide grin. 
“It’s only a deranged, flesh eating virus that turns its victims into 
walking corpses. Lighten up a bit.” 

Sherri kept her cool, deciding it would be better to keep her lips 
sealed with a polite smile than point out Rolland’s lack of tactfulness. 
She had worked in her profession long enough to understand why 
some men found gallows humor so appealing—it was better to laugh 
and shrug at that which truly terrified them than to risk losing even 
an iota of machismo in the eyes of their peers. 

The elevator arrived at the twelfth floor and the nurses inside 
flooded out into the creep ward. When Sherri first put on a hazmat 
suit at the start of the outbreak, it felt strange and foreign. Now, it 
was almost like second nature. In a matter of moments she was 
outfitted in the protective suit, breathing apparatus and all. When the 
last piece of duct tape had sealed her in tightly, she returned to the 
elevator. 

Sherri hoped to be the first, and only, nurse to get back on the 


elevator. The others were still only half dressed. Except for Rolland. 

Rolland jammed his hand between the closing doors of the 
elevator, causing them to fully reopen. Sherri reluctantly stepped 
aside, giving him the room needed to board the elevator. 

“Don’t worry, I won’t fart,” Rolland said with a chuckle. “Besides, 
even if I do,” he continued, pointing at the breathing apparatus deep 
inside his helmet, “I'll be the only one who can smell it, right?” 

Sherri grumbled, and the elevator began to descend. 

“Come on, Sherri. That was funny.” 

“Are you sure you’ve had enough rest today?” Sherri said. 

Rolland seemed aggravated by his inability to make Sherri laugh. 
He took a deep breath. “But seriously,” Rolland said, after a long 
silence. “Don’t these things make you feel like Darth Vader?” 

The elevator reached the lobby. When the doors opened, a nurse 
was already waiting outside with a gurney. 

Nolan, Chloe, and Dana all looked shocked by the aliens that had 
stepped foot off of the elevator to take care of Jim. They were even 
more shocked when the short, slim one appeared to recognize their 
father. 

“Jim, oh my God. What happened?” Sherri asked, her panicked 
breathing fogging the visor in front of her face. 

“You know how it is,” Jim said, helping himself onto the stretcher. 
“The world ends, planes start falling from the sky...you decide it’s a 
good time to brush up on your boxing.” 

Sherri giggled. Rolland sneered at their exchange. 

“Jim,” she said, helping the battered man swing his legs over the 
stretcher. “You look like hell.” 

“T got my ass kicked, Sherri,” Jim said with a grunt. 

Rolland and Sherri wheeled Jim towards the elevator. Chloe, 
Nolan, and Dana followed closely behind. 

“Your wife and kids?” Sherri asked. 

“No,” Jim quickly replied. “Well, the girl is, Chloe.” 

“Your dad’s in good hands, Chloe,” Sherri said. 

Chloe was hysterical. 

Jim said, “I know what’s waiting upstairs and I don’t want them 
anywhere near it.” 

“No way,” Sherri said, smiling at the trio following close behind. 
“There’s a room upstairs—beneath creep ward—that they’re more than 
welcome to.” 

The elevator doors closed. The boxy enclosure ascended slowly 
with creaks and screeches. 

“Nolan, you look white,” Jim said, glancing at where the boy 
stood in the corner of the elevator. 

“T hate hospitals, and I hate blood,” Nolan mumbled. 


The elevator came to a halt and the doors slid open. “You three 
take a right down this hall. At the very end you'll see a door, it says 
Dr. Merrill,” Sherri said. The three followed her every word. 
“Whatever you do, don’t go in that door. Go one over to the right of it, 
room 1145. There’s a couch and some vending machines. The TV 
comes in and out.” 

Dana, Chloe, and Nolan nodded. Dana put one arm over Chloe 
and the other over Nolan, then walked them in the direction that 
Sherri told them to go. 

“So, you two know each other?” Rolland asked after the elevator 
doors shut. He slid a key into the numbered panel so that the car 
would lift to the infamous twelfth floor. 

“Not exactly,” Sherri said, grinning. “Just a couple of ships passing 
in the night, huh Jim?” 

“Something like that, I suppose,” Jim said. “God, I never would 
have believed I’d be back here right now.” 

Sherri’s smile slowly faded. 

“Sherri,” Jim said, looking at Rolland and then back to her. 
“When we get—you know, up there—can I talk to you for a minute? 
Just the two of us?” Jim looked worried. 

Rolland rolled his eyes. Sherri seemed surprised by Jim’s request. 

“Of course, Jim,” Sherri said. 

When the doors opened to creep ward, Rolland stepped out first, 
pulling the stretcher behind him. 

At first, Jim tried to close his eyes, not wanting to revisit the 
horrors from his last visit. Unable to resist a morbid curiosity, he 
watched the creep ward nursery as he wheeled by. 

“Where did they all go?” Jim stammered. 

Sherri nodded. “They’re dying, Jim. In less than a day they die. 
Truly die. After twenty-three hours, to be exact.” 

Jim gulped and looked at his watch. 

After a short trip, Jim was back in the same room he was in just 
the morning before. Jim looked at Rolland, then Sherri, and back to 
Rolland again. 

“I nearly forgot,” Rolland said, stepping back out of the room. 
“Excuse me.” 

Sherri dragged a rolling office chair close to Jim’s bedside, then 
sat beside him. 

“What happened out there, Jim?” 

Jim sighed. “Where’s Dr. Merrill?” 

“Preparing for the evacuation. I can get him for you, if you want.” 

Jim looked nervously at the ceiling. “That’s not necessary.” 

“Jim,” Sherri repeated gently. “What happened?” 

After a moment of wondering what to say, Jim peeled back the 


collar of his shirt. Sherri turned slightly in her chair to see Jim’s 
wound. Purple flesh, swollen and bruised, in the middle of what was 
unmistakably a bite mark. 

“Oh, Jim. God.” Sherri crossed her arms and could feel her eyes 
begin to sting. “When, Jim?” 

“A little over half an hour ago.” 

Sherri cocked her head in confusion. “Half of an hour ago?” 

“Yeah.” 

Sherri spun in her chair, perplexed, and pulled herself close so she 
could get a better look. Whoever had bit Jim, their teeth had broken 
through the skin—there was no denying it. 

“That’s impossible.” Sherri spoke so lowly that Jim could barely 
make out what she was saying. 

“What do I do now?” Jim asked, his words wrought with 
desperation. 

Sherri stood up suddenly and pulled Jim’s shirt down, covering 
the wound. “Who knows about this?” 

“No one else. Everything happened so fast. I woke up in the 
backseat of my truck while they drove me to the hospital. They loaded 
me in without ever realizing it happened.” 

“Hold on,” Sherri said, and she looked around the room. “We’re 
going to run the blood panel on you—no, I’m going to run the blood 
panel on you.” 

Sherri grabbed a small plastic vessel and held it in front of Jim’s 
face. “Spit in this,” she said. 

Jim sighed. “What?” 

“Just do it. Spit in it.” 

Jim spit into the plastic bottle then wiped his face. Sherri sealed 
the container, then grabbed a vial and syringe from a drawer. 

“Let me warn you, I’m not a phlebotomist. I might miss a few 
times. Especially with these gloves.” Sherri made a pumping motion 
with her fist. “Do this.” 

Jim mimicked Sherri’s motions, then extended his arm. Sherri 
pressed the needle against Jim’s arm, miraculously hitting a vein on 
her first try. She filled the vial, removed the syringe, then quickly 
bandaged Jim’s inner elbow. 

“How are you feeling?” Sherri said. 

“A little light headed.” 

“That’s fine. What was the name of your first grade teacher?” 

Jim raised his eyebrows. “I don’t remember, why?” 

“Okay, how about your fifth grade teacher?” 

“T don’t remember that one, either.” 

“Fine, Jim, just think of a teacher you had in grade school. Tell 
me the name of the first one that springs to mind.” 


“Sure,” Jim said, closing his eyes. In seventh grade he had a young 
math teacher, straight out of grad school. She had fiery red hair and 
the measurements of a model. Her name was Miss Curtis...Maxine 
Curtis, if Jim remembered correctly. 

“Okay,” Jim said. “Maxine Curtis.” 

Sherri chuckled. “Mhm, that was my mistake for not asking for a 
male teacher’s name, but I can work with that.” Sherri picked up a 
black marker and scribbled something onto the vial of blood and 
container of spit. “I’m going to drop off Max Curtis’s blood work and 
saliva sample. I’ll be right back.” 

Sherri vanished from the room, her containers in hand. Jim 
waited patiently on his stretcher, examining the dimly-lit room around 
him. In no time at all, Sherri returned. 

“What was that all about?” Jim asked. 

“My lab guy is going to run your samples. We all act like we know 
what the hell we’re doing, but I’ll let you in on a little secret—it’s just 
a simple rabies test.” 

Jim looked confused. 

“Well, no rabies test is simple—especially on humans. Living 
humans. But its all we’ve had to work with. Every patient who came 
through these doors wanting to eat everyone in sight...they all had 
one thing in common. They all tested positive for rabies.” 

“So this is all...because of rabies?” 

“No,” Sherri said, finding it difficult to explain. “They don’t 
actually have rabies. They just test positive for it.” 

Jim didn’t seem to understand any better. “Why did you lie about 
my name?” 

Sherri stuttered, trying not to cry. Again, finding the right words 
were difficult. “Jim, if you’re positive, you’re positive. There’s nothing 
we can do about it. That’s the cold, hard reality of it all. But if you’re 
positive, they’re going to keep you up here, and you'll never be in the 
same room as your daughter again. Those that are infected and die get 
boxed up so they can ship out with WHO.” 

“Who?” 

“World Health Organization. Literally shipped out, like a package. 
I’ve watched it all morning. No one has left yet, obviously, but once 
the dust settles that’s what will happen next. There’s maybe a dozen 
or so in the basement wrapped and waiting. They’ll be poked, 
prodded, and dissected. And then cremated. And from the rumors I’ve 
heard, their families won’t even be allowed to keep the ashes.” 

“Jesus,” Jim muttered. 

“So if you test positive—and you’ve made it this long—I’m going 
to send you right back out the front doors of this hospital. You do or 
say whatever it is you need to do or say with those three that came in 


with you, and you let them decide what to do next. That’s your 
choice, and your choice alone.” 

Jim began to stare a hole into the ceiling tile above him. 

Sherri said, “All things considered, I’ve had it easy up here. I’ve 
gone through hell but I haven’t had to explain my patients to anyone. 
And I’m sure as hell not ready to start now. I’m not going to be the 
one to tell that beautiful blonde daughter of yours that her father has 
been sealed away.” 

“So if Max Curtis tests positive for rabies...?” 

“Then I wheel Jim Whiteman out of that front door as fast and 
discreetly as humanly possible.” 

Jim nodded and the two sat in silence for a while. When some 
time had passed, Sherri put her gloved hand on Jim’s. 

“How long before I’ll know?” 

“No sooner than an hour.” 

“Then you shouldn’t be here with me,” Jim scoffed. “I feel like 
fucking Dr. Jekyll...like at any moment Ill transform into some 
monster.” 

“I’m going to stay right here with you, Jim.” 

Jim drew a long breath. After much hesitation, he mustered up 
the courage to say the words he wanted to say since arriving that 
morning. They played over and over again in his mind, but each time 
it felt like they might reach his tongue, they receded back to a dark, 
little pit at the bottom of his stomach. 

“T deserve this,” Jim said. 

Sherri let out a nervous chuckle. “No one deserves this, Jim. Least 
of all you.” 

“T quit just after I left the hospital yesterday. Within an hour of 
telling my sergeant I would stick it out, I quit. It’s just...things got so 
crazy, so fast. When that Goddamn plane fell out of the sky...I just 
wanted to get back to my daughter and get out of town.” 

“That doesn’t mean you deserve some kind of punishment, Jim.” 

“Good people died because of me. Some bad people died because 
of me, too. But all in all I’m fairly certain that yeah, I deserve this.” 

“Jim—” 

“There’s more,” Jim said, interrupting Sherri. “And I really feel 
like I have to get it off of my chest. Do you remember that little girl 
that went missing, Sarah Bosk?” 

“How could I forget?” 

“That happened just after I became a cop, you know. And the 
whole thing changed me somehow. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be a cop, 
and then ending up in a town like this...it felt doable. Like I could 
rescue cats from trees and show up at my little girl’s school in 
uniform, like Batman...and be able to tell all those little kids about the 


good work I do. 

“When they brought that scumbag Edgar Ross in, he was just 
about foaming at the mouth to take credit for killing little Sarah Bosk. 
He was dead to rights, as they say. Except for one little detail. 

“See, I was never on the case officially. But I obsessed over it. It 
was the first time I was really interested in law enforcement. I don’t 
know if it’s because Sarah reminded me so much of my Chloe, or 
what. But I sifted through every piece of evidence on that case. 

“T walked into the station early one night, at the start of a shift, to 
find a few of the boys laughing and joking. This one idiot— 
Blankenship—what an asshole. They were so pumped for the Ross 
trial to start... 

“Sherri, there was no evidence that Edgar killed that little girl. 
Not a speck. I can recite ten lab reports from memory that he raped 
her, yes...but he didn’t kill her. Blankenship came to realize that I 
knew what everyone else knew, and no one could really look me in 
the eye, you know? No one knew whether or not they could trust me. 

“It wasn’t about letting Edgar off the hook. It was about getting 
the bastard that killed Sarah. But I was young, I had my daughter and 
wife at home. A new career, not a lot of money. I went with the flow 
of it. I didn’t want to make waves. 

“T went to Edgar’s execution because I thought it would bring me 
peace. It didn’t matter to me back then whether or not he choked the 
life out of that poor girl. For the role he played, he deserved his 
punishment. But when I watched the life flicker from his eyes I felt no 
peace. No happiness. I couldn’t cheer and be excited like the other 
guys were.” 

Sherri sat wide-eyed next to Jim. 

“You’re speaking like you’re about to die, Jim.” 

“I probably am. And, I needed someone to know, so thank you for 
listening.” 

“Who killed her, Jim?” 

“We couldn’t prove it—in court, at least. You know, the way these 
things go when they go bad. We all knew it was his brother, Earl, that 
murdered Sarah. But we knew for reasons that were inadmissible in 
court. So we stalked him. We tried to pick him up on anything we 
could. Blankenship would sneak into the bastard’s driveway late at 
night and bust out the tail lights on his car, just so we could pull him 
over the next day. We started to call Earl ‘Slick,’ because Goddamn— 
nothing ever stuck.” 

“And what happened to Earl?” 

“Yesterday I watched him bleed to death in the Shop-and-Save 
parking lot.” Jim choked on his words. “It was beautiful. I’m glad I 
lived to see it.” 


“Jim,” Sherri said. “You were just doing what you had to do. I get 
it.” 

“There was nothing that I had to do. I chose to do it. And I can’t 
even relish the fact that old Earl and Edgar are rotting in hell right 
now, because they’re probably sitting around and cackling. Waiting 
for me.” 

Sherri leaned forward, wrapping a yellow, rubbery arm around 
Jim as he groaned. Time felt as if it stopped. 

After what felt like an eternity of uncertainty, there was a knock 
at the front of the room. Rolland stood in the doorway holding a 
packet of paperwork. 

“T hope I’m not interrupting anything,” Rolland said. 

“What is it?” Sherri said, annoyed. 

“T’ve got ‘Max Curtis’s’ panel back. It’s none of my business to ask 
who that is.” 

“You're right, it’s not,” Sherri said. “What did the tests say?” 

“Well,” Rolland said, looking towards Jim. “You can tell Mr. 
Curtis that his tests are clean. Totally negative.” 

Jim clenched his fist and gritted his teeth with excitement, 
fighting back a wave of tears that he felt flowing towards the corner of 
his eyes. 

“Thanks Rolland, that’s all we’ll need for now,” Sherri said sternly. 

“Sure,” Rolland said, and he hurried out of the doorway and back 
down the hallway. 

Sherri rubbed Jim’s shoulder for a moment. He grabbed her and 
held her close, sobbing. 

“Jim, this is what’s about to happen. In a moment I’m going to 
administer you some very heavy painkillers. You'll need ‘em. After 
that I’m going to roll you downstairs. To your family. Any moment 
now, the National Guard units are going to start the boarding process 
for evacuees. You and your people are going to get the hell out of 
here, and you’re never going to look back.” 

“What will you do? Are you going to stay here? Come with us, 
please.” Jim squeezed Sherri’s hand as tightly as he could. 

“T’ve stayed here this long, Jim. For the evacuation, and whatever 
comes after it, they’ll need us here. This is where I belong.” 

Jim let Sherri’s hand slip from his. “Thank you. For everything.” 

Sherri smiled. 

“So it’s off to Albany then?” 

Sherri nodded. “Mhm. And I hear it’s great there.” 


TWENTY-ONE 
Eight months later. 


Chloe unloaded the magazine of her semi-automatic 9mm with fierce 
speed and precision. Blam, Blam, Blam, Blam, Blam, Blam, Blam, Blam, 
Blam. 

She holstered the empty weapon on her hip. The brass shell from 
her last fired shot rolled off of the counter in front of her as she 
pressed a smooth, red button to her right. Once pressed, a human 
outline from twenty yards away began reeling closer and closer 
towards her. When the paper target was within reach, she yanked it 
from its clip, and gave it a close inspection. 

“Five in the chest, four in the head, no misses. Impressive.” Nolan 
patted Chloe’s shoulder with one hand and removed his boxy, square 
ear protectors with the other. “Why so many in the chest?” 

“Not all monsters have to be shot in the head.” 

Nolan smiled wryly. “You are your father’s daughter.” 

Chloe smirked, running her fingers over the jagged punches in the 
paper target where her rounds had pierced. 

“Youre damn right I am.” 


TWENTY-TWO 


Dana stood at a the end of the long, chestnut sideboard that she had 
put in the hallway running from the living room towards the master 
bedroom. Behind it was a window that looked out and over the Big 
Thompson River and the expansive wildlife habitat behind it. 

The home, located on the edge of Cherry Valley, Colorado, was 
not of a level of modesty that Dana was accustomed to. “Well would 
you look at this sonuvabitch,” Jim had exclaimed, the first time the 
two walked through the front door together. Under normal 
circumstances, the home would have been far beyond Jim’s means. 

It was Nolan’s uncle, Tad, of all people, who made Jim’s dream 
home a reality. Tad worked for Denver Savings and Trusts, a small 
bank in Colorado. Nolan had phoned Tad from Albany, from the 
refugee camp that he, Chloe, Dana, and Jim were staying at. After 
spending a few weeks at the camp, the proverbial dust outside had 
begun to settle. The quarantine of New York had, by and large, been 
successful. And, though everyone was too polite to say it, the welcome 
had started to wear thin. As each week passed, food and clothing 
donations poured in slower than the week before. Government 
spending on the camp at Albany dwindled as the rest of the world 
returned to normal. It was time for the survivors to move on. 

Tad insisted that Jim and Dana head out to Colorado. Though 
Dana owned no real property, the fact that Jim was the sole owner of 
a home located in the “disaster zone”—which is what the State of New 
York had essentially become—meant that he would be entitled to an 
impressive survivor’s benefit to be used for relocation. Though it 
would be months or years before the check was cut, Tad was certain 
that the overwhelming public sympathy for New York survivors would 
be enough to angle Jim into a modestly sized home-loan until the 
benefit cleared. 

Though the house was grand and beautiful, it did little to comfort 
Dana. She lit a candle beside a photo of Mia on the sideboard. It was 
taken during Mia’s Junior year of high school, after a birthday party, 
when Mia had just received a used Pontiac as a birthday present. Her 
eyes were lit up, filled with hope and excitement. 

The home was cavernous and lonesome with no one inside. Chloe 
and Nolan were at school. 

It would be summer soon, and they would be free for their last 
summer vacation before freshman year of college. Dana had been 
offered a job teaching at a nearby high school, but declined it. She 
thought that maybe she would write a book about her experiences, or 


offer some tutoring, but she was still too rattled emotionally to 
commit to full time teaching. 

It was the eight month anniversary of the attacks in New York, 
that terrible autumn morning when the world around Dana shattered 
to pieces. It felt so strange, she thought, to be acknowledging the 
disaster each month. Like clockwork. You didn’t celebrate your 
birthday or anniversary each month, and those were joyous events. So 
why, every thirty days, was this awful experience being dragged up to 
remind and haunt her? 

Dana watched the candle flicker and passed her hand calmly over 
it. Just far enough above the flame to feel the heat, but not close 
enough to be burned. 

The front door let out a groan that echoed through the high walls 
and ceilings of the house as it opened. 

A voice hollered, “Dana?” 

“T’m in here,” she said softly. 

Jim took off a light, tan windbreaker and set it on a hook beside 
the door. A stitched emblem on the sleeve of the jacket faced outward 
—Seven Lakes State Park. 

“How are you?” Jim asked, wrapping his arms around Dana from 
behind and placing his chin on her shoulder. 

“You know.” 

“T know. I can tell.” Jim kissed the back of Dana’s head delicately 
and hugged her even tighter. “I wish I could have met her.” 

“She was an amazing kid.” 

The photograph Dana had of Mia was one of the few things left to 
remember her by. Mia, like all the others, had been swept up by the 
World Health Organization for examination and then disposal. 
Disposal, Dana thought, the word infuriating her. It was such a cold 
and insensitive word. But the process for Mia was the same as the 
process for every other victim of EV1. They were studied for any clues 
and then incinerated. Next of kin weren’t even allowed to keep the 
ashes, a procedure that caused outrage and rioting among many. 
Awful rumors spread around the Internet and turned into water cooler 
gossip—that the ashes were buried in a landfill, or packed tightly to 
be sent into outer space. But, it was all just idle nonsense. No one 
knew for certain what happened to them. 

“You up for the meeting tonight?” Jim said. 

“T guess.” 

“If you’re too upset for it, it’s fine. We can order takeout and rent 
a movie—” 

“No, no. I'll be fine. They’ve been helping Nolan so much.” 

“Well, I can go with Nolan and Chloe. You can take a bath, read, 
relax...” 


“We’ve never not gone all together, as a group.” 

“As a family.” 

“They help me, too. All I’ve got of her is this photo and the story.” 

“Then it’s settled. Pizza after?” 

“T was thinking of the new vegan pizzaria that opened up nearby. 
You know, if nobody would mind.” 

Jim smirked. “Of course not. The vegan place it is.” 


KKK 


About twenty or so participants settled into a circle of chairs in the St. 
Joseph’s Church basement. A table in the back of the room had cold 
coffee and stale donuts that were picked at during the start and end of 
meetings. 

They were initially called “Survivor Meetings,” but the name had 
been changed to “Remembrance Meetings” shortly after the first few 
gatherings. The word survivor brought connotations of death, while 
the word remembrance was much warmer and soft. 

The meetings were led by a terrific woman that Jim, Chloe, Nolan, 
and Dana all adored. Her name was Monica, and though she lived in 
Brooklyn, she was visiting an aunt in Colorado at the beginning of the 
outbreak. She had lost both parents, her sister, her two brothers, and 
what was perhaps most devastating, her child, who was with her 
father at the time of the epidemic. Yet Monica remained a champion 
for those who carried on, and carried with her an enormous sense of 
optimism for someone who had suffered as much loss as she had. 

“I see we have a few new faces here tonight,” Monica said from 
the front of the room. “Don’t be shy. Have some snacks. In a moment 
we'll get started.” 

Nolan sat in his usual seat, next to Chloe, who sat between Jim 
and Dana. Dana’s seat was directly beside Monica, and Dana enjoyed 
that since Monica did most of the talking. And, when Monica was 
talking, all eyes were focused on her and the front of the room. For 
short amounts of time, Dana could pretend that she was teaching 
again—by proxy. 

When the murmuring around the basement had lessened, and 
most of the group had found a metal chair to sit in, Monica signaled 
the start of the meeting. 

“Thank you all for being here tonight,” Monica said. “I know you 
have busy lives, and squeezing in our little gatherings isn’t always the 
most convenient. But I’ve found that, during these challenging times, 
with so many questions and so very few answers, there is a great 
strength to be found in sharing our hurt, and our hope, and our 
experiences.” 


Dana slid her thumb between her index and middle finger where 
she wished a cigarette would be. She had taken up smoking—a habit 
that she had always found foul and offensive—during her second week 
of stay in the camp at Albany. An elderly man in a bunk nearby had 
offered her one—“ you look like you could use it.” Ever since, Dana 
made a nightly routine of sneaking a black, clove cigarette on the back 
patio. If Jim had known—he probably did, the smell clung to her hair 
and clothes—he was too polite to say anything, or just didn’t care at 
all. Once, he stumbled upon Chloe and Nolan passing a joint back and 
forth while cuddled in a hammock on the back lawn. He waved, and 
went back inside. Chloe and Nolan waved back. After New York, Jim 
found that many of the things which would once infuriate him now 
didn’t bother him at all. 

“There are so many new faces here tonight, that I think we could 
spend some time introducing ourselves once more.” Monica spoke 
with a sweet, buttery tone that heavily masked her thick accent. “So 
let’s go around the room and one by one, tell us a little bit of your 
story and why you're here. Dana, should we start with you?” 

Dana’s gaze snapped from her hand, to the crowd around her, 
then to Monica. 

“Sure, I. Um.” Dana had never been nervous at the meetings. This 
was her fourth or fifth one at least. But it was the first one to land on 
an anniversary. 

“My name’s Dana, and I’m—” 

“Welcome, Dana,” the assembly interrupted in an eerie, uniform 
voice. 

“Yes, hi. It’s nice to see you all. Like I said, my name is Dana and I 
was. Well, I am. I’m an English teacher—or at least I was one, back in 
New York, and....” 

Dana trailed off. Jim held her hand, kissed the top of it tenderly, 
then stood up. 

“Hi everyone, my name’s Jim Whiteman—” 

“Welcome, Jim.” 

Jim nodded. “And the beautiful girl to my right is my daughter, 
Chloe, while the beautiful young lady to my left here is my fiancé, 
Dana. We’ve all had a rough day, with it being the—you know, 
anniversary—so I'll try to keep this short and sweet. 

“T was a police officer in a small town in New York called East 
Violet. Not sure if you’ve ever heard of it.” A few faces in the 
basement nodded and smiled. 

“My partner and myself were one of the first responders to a home 
that had been infected with EV1. It was at the very start of the 
outbreak, we didn’t know what was going on then...my partner’s 
name was Min. Min Chow. And I lost him.” 


Jim felt a lump travel upward in his chest. He swallowed hard and 
cleared his throat. 

“We were a small department but we tried the best we could. 
After that flight went down, though, there was no keeping up with it. 
We lost a lot of good men. 

“I found Dana outside of a grocery store on the way to pick up my 
daughter. Her car was broken down and she was stranded outside 
with a crowd of looters.” 

Dana glanced up at Jim. The lie had been told so many times now, 
that the story of their first encounter rolled off of his tongue with 
ease. It was so convincing that each time Jim told it, Dana would day 
dream that it was actually how they met. She would be stranded in 
the parking lot with a flat tire, or maybe a dead battery. Jim would 
see her in the crowd of panicked faces and swoop in like a hero in one 
of Nolan’s comics. “Let’s get out of here,” Jim would say, wrapping a 
broad arm around her, whisking her off into his police car. There were 
no planes exploding above them, no rapists bleeding to death at 
Dana’s feet. 

“We hunkered down,” Jim continued, “until a National Guard unit 
came through. We were very lucky, I know that not many made it to 
the refugee camps. 

“After that, we packed up whatever we had left and headed for 
Colorado. My daughter was accepted to Colorado State before the 
outbreak, and it seemed like as good a place as any to start fresh.” 

Jim nodded, bowed uncomfortably, and returned to his seat as 
those around him put their hands together for light, courteous claps. 

Chloe whisked her bangs from her eyes and glanced around the 
room before introducing herself. 

“Welcome, Chloe.” 

Without standing, Chloe plainly said, “Pretty much everything my 
dad just said,” then leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs. She 
had found the meetings to be quite boring. It could be because, 
between the four of them, she had lost the least; or, because she was 
so busy catching up on school work in preparation for graduation. 
Sympathy for relocated survivors only stretched so far—there were 
minimum requirements in place that Chloe had to satisfy to make up 
for the weeks of senior year she missed. 

“Ts that all, Chloe?” Monica asked, her eyebrows raised high. 

Chloe said “mhm” with a confident nod. Her place at the meetings 
were as a cheerleader for Dana, Nolan, and her father. Dana had been 
a wreck since the morning they left East Violet, when she discovered 
her sister’s death. Nolan was as much of a wreck, if not more—he was 
just much more brilliant at disguising it. 

Nolan tugged at his plaid shirt and stood before the group. 


“My name is Nolan Fis—” 

“Welcome, Nolan.” 

Nolan forced a smile before continuing. “My name is Nolan 
Fischer, and I escaped New York with my girlfriend, Chloe, her father, 
Jim, and our English teacher, Dana. It’s weird, right? I know.” 

The attendees seated around Nolan chuckled and nodded. 

“I’m thankful for these three because they’re the only reason I’m 
alive. I’m sure of it. There were a dozen situations where I could have 
died the day the outbreak started. That plane that went down crashed 
through my high school, and I found out a few weeks after that an 
engine landed on my house...if you can believe that. I didn’t know 
because I was staying with Chloe and her family, and when the 
evacuation came through we left immediately without going back....” 

Nolan could feel the familiar sting of tears welling in his eyes. 

“I was supposed to meet my parents in Albany, at the refugee 
camp. But they never made it. I haven’t heard from them or seen them 
since the outbreak began, and, I’m just supposed to accept that they’re 
dead, I guess?” 

The faces in the crowd, once smiling and chuckling at how a 
young boy ended up on an adventure with his girlfriend, her dad, and 
his English teacher, now turned flat and somber. 

“It’s hard, but it would be easier if I knew what happened to 
them. I’ve been going to grief counseling once a week, and apparently 
I’m still in the denial phase, and I’m not supposed to be. But I don’t 
care. I like to picture them escaping alive. I like to think that I just 
haven’t found them yet.” 

Nolan detested crying in front of Chloe. He absolutely hated it, 
and he could feel the tides of sadness rolling and tingling up the back 
of his neck, so he decided to abruptly sit down. 

“That’s it, I guess.” 


“Could you believe the wait at your fancy pants vegan place?” Jim 
said, and he slid a chair out from their table for Dana to sit at. 

“TI can, it’s supposed to be fantastic,” Dana said, scooting into her 
seat. “I’m sure you’re all real torn up that we didn’t eat there.” 

Nolan smiled. “I would have given them a chance. They looked 
good. It was only a twenty-minute wait.” 

“Thank you, Nolan,” Dana said as Jim sat down beside her. 

“T think I would have starved to death if I had to wait twenty-one 
minutes,” Jim joked, picking up a menu and pretending to look it 
over. 

Chloe looked disgustedly across the table at a giant, animatronic 


Cat dancing behind her father’s seat. 

“Did they have to sit us next to Carly the Pizza Cat?” she asked, 
not trying to disguise the attitude in her tone. 

“You used to love this place when you were a kid,” Jim said, not 
bothering to look up from his menu. 

“Yeah, dad. When I was a kid.” 

Jim set his menu down. 

“We haven’t ordered yet, we can go somewhere else.” 

“No, dad, I’m starving too.” 

“Exactly, and that’s why we’re here.” A child went running by 
their table, his fists clenched full of golden arcade tokens and paper 
tickets. “Why not make the best of it? You can challenge your old man 
to some skee-ball after.” 

Chloe tried to hide the smile creeping from the corner of her lips. 

“Ah, there it is,” Jim said. 

“Whatever, dad.” 

Nolan rubbed his shoulder with the palm of his right hand. 

“Don’t tell me you’ll be too sore for skee-ball, Nole,” Jim said, 
noticing Nolan grunt as he rubbed his shoulder. 

“Are these things supposed to take this long to heal?” Nolan 
asked. 

“T don’t know,” Jim said, “I’ve never had one.” 

“It'll be tender for a week or so,” Dana chimed in. “Let me see it 
again.” 

Nolan rolled up his shirt sleeve. On his shoulder, covering a small 
pink scar, was a cartoon bullet wearing exaggerated kid gloves. 

Jim sneered and shook his head. 

“He’s just being a grumpy old man,” Dana said. “I think it’s cute.” 

A waitress stopped by the table wearing a brightly colored red and 
yellow apron. 

“It’s a space-tastic day at Planet Pizza. My name’s Melissa, what 
can I get for you folks?” 

Jim looked up from the table. “I don’t think we’re ready yet. 
Getting the four of us to decide on pizza is like negotiating diplomatic 
relations, you know?” 

The waitress nodded. “I'll bring y’all back some drink cups and 
give you some time to decide. In the meantime...” 

The waitress reached into her apron and pulled out a stack of 
gleaming, golden coins. 

“Your first fifteen Planet Medallions are on us.” 

“Well that’s great,” Jim said, and he thanked the waitress. 

Jim spun a coin on the table, making eye contact with Chloe as 
the waitress breezed away. 

“What do you say? Loser gets the check,” Jim said, challenging his 


daughter. 

“No, dad...” 

“What? Cause you can’t afford it? Or are you too chicken shit?” 

A mother two tables down, seated with her young children, glared 
at Jim. For a moment, he forgot they were the oldest guests at Planet 
Pizza. 

Again, Chloe couldn’t resist smiling. 

“Teams?” she asked. 

“Fine, if you think it will help.” 

“Then I get to pick first.” 

“Gee, I wonder who you'll pick—” 

“T pick Nolan.” 

Nolan looked up from his phone. “No, don’t bring me into this.” 

Chloe looked annoyed. “Come on. You have to.” 

Nolan nodded reluctantly. “Fine.” 

Jim looked beside him at Dana. 

“Jim, please—” 

“What? You’re going to leave me with no teammate?” 

“Do I have to?” 

Jim grinned, and in a tone that clearly mocked Chloe’s, said, 
“Come on. You have to.” 

Dana looked around the table. Nolan had pocketed his cell phone, 
Chloe was twitching her legs up and down in anticipation, and Jim 
was clearly ready to leap from the table at any moment. 

“How did I end up with you nutcases?” Dana asked, only half 
smiling. 

Without warning, Jim prodded Dana’s waist, tickling her just 
where he knew she was the most sensitive. Dana let out a burst of 
uncontrollable laughter. 

“You wouldn’t have it any other way,” Jim said, grinning and 
looking Dana deep in the eyes before kissing her. “Come on.” 

“Fine, fine,” Dana said, standing up from the table just as their 
waitress was returning with four empty, plastic cups. 

“Executive decision, just a plain cheese with pepperoni,” Jim said 
to the waitress. 

Dana raised her eyebrows at Jim. 

“Half cheese, half pepperoni,” Jim clarified. “And some salads and 
breadsticks would be nice, too.” 

“Perfect, P’ll put it right in for you,” the waitress said, reaching 
into her pocket before Jim could walk away. 

“Here,” she said, handing him another small stack of tokens, “but 
don’t tell anyone.” 

“I really appreciate that,” Jim said, pocketing the coins. “Thank 


”? 


you. 


“It’s no problem,” the waitress said. “You have a beautiful family.” 

“Oh...” Jim said, before getting ready to explain. Dana, Nolan, 
and Chloe were already waiting at a skee-ball table on the other side 
of the restaurant. Chloe was impatiently waving for her father to come 
over. 

“They really are, aren’t they?” 


TWENTY-THREE 


“Good evening, and thanks for tuning in. I’m Vivian Morales, and on 
behalf of all of us at CNN, we welcome you to a very special episode 
of America Tonight. 

“Its been eight months since a deadly virus swept across New York 
City, reaching as far upstate as Orange and Putnam counties. Scores of 
citizens are still displaced and unable to return home. Countless more 
have perished from the disease. With no exact numbers available, 
current estimates project that nearly one million people have died as a 
result of EV1. 

“Now, as the nation continues to mourn and close in on the eight 
month anniversary of the outbreak, there appears to be signs of hope 
for America. This evening, the Dow and Nasdaq closed with the most 
optimistic point growth of the past eight months. The American dollar 
is growing stronger by the day. And, perhaps most importantly, it has 
been several months since a confirmed case of EV1 has been reported. 

“Yet, there are still many more questions than answers. Joining us 
tonight to help answer some of those questions, and perhaps better 
understand EV1, is Dr. Paul Merrill. Dr. Merrill is a Harvard educated 
immunologist, a leading researcher of EV1, and was one of the first 
members of the medical community to encounter the virus. 

“Doctor, thank you for joining us.” 

Dr. Merrill froze for a moment. Vivian Morales was so much 
prettier in person than she ever appeared on television, and though 
they had met before taping, the doctor was still a bit star-struck. 
Though his appearance years prior on The Daily Doc made him no 
stranger to a television studio, the sudden realization that this was his 
first live broadcast worried him. The intensity of the lights on set 
made him queasy, as did the smell of the makeup that had been caked 
onto his face just moments before the show was set to air. 

“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Morales,” the doctor answered 
confidently, after a short pause. 

“Many believe that what we experienced last fall was a modern 
day black plague. What would you have to say to that?” 

“Well,” Dr. Merrill said, folding his hands together. Stick to the 
script. The script, the script, the script. Each question and answer had 
been carefully rehearsed with Agents Perry and Ritchie hours before 
the interview was set to broadcast. The purpose of the interview was 
to reinforce two things in the mind of the American public: first, that 
the EV1 virus was under control; and second, that New York would 
sooner—rather than later—be safe again for habitation. 

“We did not experience a modern day black plague, and we 


should thank our lucky stars that we did not.” Dr. Merrill sighed. “The 
black plague annihilated one-third of the earth’s population—EV1 has 
claimed less than one percent of that number at best. I don’t say that 
as a disservice to the many, many who have perished. I say it so that 
perhaps some comfort can be brought to those listening or watching at 
home, by putting this situation in perspective.” 

“You, as well as several other leaders of the scientific community, 
have expressed a sense of certainty that the virus is under control. 
Just recently, you published a report wherein you used the term 
‘tamed’ when referring to EV1. If the virus has yet to reach the scale of 
destruction of the black plague, can you be certain that it simply 
hasn’t reached its full potential?” 

“Yes.” 

“And how? There are entire communities—many in areas no 
where near New York or the affected counties—that have isolated 
themselves away from the world. If there was a little boy watching 
right now from one of those neighborhoods, who hasn’t gone outside a 
two mile radius of his front door for nearly a year, what would you 
tell him?” 

“First, I would tell him not to be afraid. I would tell him that all of 
these comparisons to the black death are trivial and without merit. 
The black death was caused by a parasite, this recent epidemic was 
caused by a virus. The black death occurred during a time that was 
woefully distant of the modern miracles of science and information 
that we posses today. I would tell that little boy to go outside and 
play.” Dr. Merrill looked into the camera. The script. “Then I would tell 
his parents to consider taking a vacation, and to stop living 
underneath a cloud of worry.” 

“T have it written down here, doctor, that you were actually the 
one who named the virus—despite the fact that yourself and several 
other doctors in New York encountered it simultaneously.” 

“Yes,” the doctor lied. “EV1. The extermination virus.” 

“That’s a very gloomy title for a virus from someone who believes 
its reign of destruction has come to an end.” 

Dr. Merrill chuckled. “The name came from a moment of passion. 
It was never my idea for it to stick. Certain individuals read my field 
notes, and things got carried away from there. I don’t think that’s 
what’s most important right now.” 

“I would argue that it is important, doctor, when the same person 
who once believed the virus would exterminate mankind is now 
telling us to go outside and play.” 

The doctor felt a drop of sweat bead on his forehead. Vivian was 
meandering from the script. 

“If you insist,” Dr. Merrill said, trying to hide his annoyance, “I 


will tell you that the name is more poetic than literal. I realized very 
early on that this virus’s greatest strength was its element of surprise. 
If you found a loved one exhibiting symptoms of EV1, you may hug 
them, nurse them, comfort them, and likely end up becoming infected 
yourself. But, thanks to a rapid dissemination of information, as well 
as a brisk and carefully calculated military quarantine, that element of 
surprise was quickly lost. Those who were infected moved slowly and 
weakly before spreading the virus—that is not the mark of a virus that 
can cause extinction. If it were up to me, I would rename it something 
else.” 

“When was the last reported infection?” Vivian asked without 
pause. 

“Four months ago, approximately.” 

“How does a virus with a shelf life of twenty-three hours continue 
to affect the north east region for months after its discovery?” 

“That’s an excellent question,” Dr. Merrill said, and he leaned 
back in his chair. “And there are several answers. First is the fact that 
not everyone evacuated. Many stayed behind in the scope of the 
disaster zone. Some Amish communities, for example, as well as other 
groups of folks who refused to leave. Secondly, we’re still not certain 
of the origin of EV1. We have several leading theories—” 

“Such as?” 

‘!’m unable to disclose them at this time, but they’re great 
theories. And I wish I could delve into them, but until we are 
absolutely certain, such information could be misguiding and do more 
harm than good. And in fact, the biggest challenge with EV1 is not 
that those who contract it die twenty-three hours later. It’s the virus’s 
incubation period that proves most difficult. Over ninety percent of 
the time, those who contract EV1 will succumb to the virus within two 
minutes. Depending on a wide range of variables, however—age, race, 
weight, gender—some incubation times have been as long as several 
hours. The pilot of the Oceanic flight, for instance, had been living 
with the virus for nearly a day before exhibiting symptoms.” 

“So, people could be walking around, carrying the disease right 
now and not know it?” 

“Well, yes. But to date, that has been a problem exclusively 
reserved to the State of New York. There has been wide-spread field 
testing for EV1. We have taken samples in every state in America, and 
nearly every nation in the global community has helped our efforts, 
also. Keep in mind that many citizens volunteer to be tested. 
Regardless, there has not been a single reported case of EV1 outside of 
the great State of New York.” 

“What are your hopes for immunization?” 

“Another excellent question, Miss Morales,” Dr. Merrill said, 


unbuttoning his suit jacket. “We hope to have a vaccination ready for 
distribution within the next month. I know for your viewers that 
seems like an eternity, but for a vaccination to be prepared like this in 
under a year is nothing less than extraordinary, and is a testament to 
the global partnerships that have been forged in the medical 
community during the aftermath of this pandemic.” 

Dr. Merill paused in his chair. He felt disgusted with himself; for 
having to adhere to a script, for taking the orders of mysterious agents 
he knew little of, and for having to push an agenda. He suddenly 
recalled his time spent in residency, towards the end of medical 
school, when the AIDS epidemic first began. How many years since 
then had passed without a vaccination, or a cure? And now, just eight 
short months since the dawn of EV1, the mysterious agents from D.C. 
would be hand delivering him a vaccination on a silver platter. The 
doctor was not a religious man, but he had an urgent and unshakeable 
feeling that he was doing business with the devil. 

Vivian Morales thanked Dr. Merrill again for joining the show, 
then turned towards her camera and introduced the next segment. Dr. 
Merrill let out a deep sigh. For the first time in a long time, he 
couldn’t wait to be back in New York. 


KKK 


The doctor was exhausted from his trip back to New York. It was a 
lengthy flight from Los Angeles to Pittsburgh. Despite domestic flights 
resuming several months earlier, New York was still a no-fly zone. 
And, it wasn’t as if he could take a train or a taxi for the extensive 
drive from Pittsburgh to Riverside, New York. A military escort waited 
for him at the airport, shuffled him into the backseat of a camouflaged 
Humvee, and escorted him back home. 

Miles and miles of destroyed towns and abandoned communities 
passed outside his window before Dr. Merrill saw the outline of 
Riverside Mall on the horizon. In the weeks after the epidemic, when 
the death and destruction had finally been brought to a simmer, the 
abandoned mall was utilized as a makeshift laboratory for Dr. Merrill, 
a specialized team of epidemiologists from WHO, and agents of the 
CDC. One half of the building had been converted into a hospital of 
sorts, used for experimentation and research, while the other half was 
transformed into crude living quarters for the staff. Dr. Merrill’s 
current home address was the south east corner of a former JC Penny. 

Outside of the hospital, Agent Litchfield was smoking a cigarette. 
When the Humvee came to a stop, he reached for the back door 
handle of the vehicle and opened it. 

“Hey, Hollywood,” Litchfield said with a cackle as the doctor 


stepped out. 

Dr. Merrill wasn’t amused. “You know it wasn’t my choice, yes?” 

“I know, but don’t tell me you didn’t enjoy it at least a little bit. 
Hey, how hot was that broad Vivian up close?” 

“She was just lovely,” Dr. Merrill said. “As fine of a journalist as I 
would expect to find in Los Angeles.” 

“At least the weather must have been nice. Damn, practically 
summer and I’m shivering. The sun hasn’t even set yet.” 

“Too bad our virus couldn’t have swept through Florida?” Dr. 
Merrill said, chuckling for the first time since arriving home. “We 
could be running lab tests with pink flamingos, sipping fruity drinks 
with tiny umbrellas.” Dr. Merrill groaned. “That’s New York for you. 
Don’t worry, it will warm up soon enough, and the perpetual chill in 
the air will be a distant memory.” 

Litchfield finished his cigarette, flicked it on the pavement, and 
stamped it out with his foot. 

“Come, old friend. Walk me in, tell me what I’ve missed,” Dr. 
Merrill said, holding what was once the door to the mall food court 
open for Agent Litchfield. 

“We started testing the vaccination.” 

Dr. Merrill looked surprised. “Human trials?” 

“Some of the guys were lining up to volunteer the moment your 
girl Stephanie dropped them off.” 

“You should have waited for me.” 

“There was no stopping it, doc. The excitement here was at a fever 
pitch.” 

“You still should have waited for me.” 

“Forgive me your highness,” Litchfield said. “You missed baby’s 
first steps, sure. But aren’t you curious as to how he’s walking?” 

“Tell me.” 

“No reported side effects yet. So far, human trials are running at a 
best case scenario projection. No sickness. No one has turned, either, 
if that’s what you’re worried about.” 

“That was never a concern of mine, agent.” 

“We all knew deep down there was a chance of it happening.” 

“How many have been vaccinated?” Dr. Merrill asked, as he took 
off his jacket and replaced it with a lab coat. 

“Currently, thirty. Mostly nurses. Feds are ready to start churning 
them out as soon as our reports are finished.” 

A repeating, buzzing alarm suddenly initiated. It echoed through 
the wings of the mall. Bzzt, Bzzt. Bzzt. It both startled and worried 
Agent Litchfield and Dr. Merrill. 

“Been a long time since that’s gone off, huh?” Litchfield said, not 
seeming too worried. 


The two hurried into hazmat suits and rushed to the main 
entrance at the northern wing of the mall. The alarm indicated that an 
EV1 victim was being rushed into the mall. 

Litchfield’s teams were still finding the occasional EV1 patient 
wandering the countryside or stumbling through town. Not that it was 
any business of Vivian Morales or the viewers of the CNN news 
network. 

Though he stated otherwise, the last EV1 positive patients brought 
in entered Dr. Merrill’s facility just six days before his primetime news 
interview. They were from a cult operating in West Chester. A group 
of whack jobs, as Litchfield referred to them, hid out in an abandoned 
church during the evacuation. Adults, children, old, young—they 
would take one infected member, and just before their twenty-third 
hour, intentionally use them to infect the next cult member in line. 
When Litchfield’s military team found them, they discovered three 
persons infected, two survivors, and a stack of thirty-two deceased 
bodies in the front of the church. 

At the north wing of the mall, in a Sears that had been gutted and 
transformed into a makeshift welcome center for EV1 patients, Dr. 
Merrill and Agent Litchfield waited with a group of nurses and 
doctors. 

Two stretchers burst through the wide front doors of the entrance. 
An ambulance with its lights still flashing parked haphazardly on the 
curb outside. 

“What’s going on?” Dr. Merrill said, running alongside the 
ambulance crew. 

“We were ambushed by a group of them while doing recon work 
on the south end of Riverside,” a young man in military garb said. 

“A...group?” the doctor asked. 

“Yeah, a fucking group. At least five or six.” 

“All infected?” 

“Every single one of them. I lost one of my men out there, these 
two here were bit. The one on the left—Medina—he’s got your fucking 
vaccination. It better work. My guy on the right, Olivarez, he’s—” 

Olivarez screamed from the tight bounds of his gurney. 

Dr. Merrill understood, and ordered that they be sent to separate 
quarantines for observation. The two men were wheeled off in 
different directions. 

Agent Litchfield walked up beside Dr. Merrill and patted his 
shoulder. “I guess we’re going to find out how effective those 
vaccinations are.” 


Sherri stood in Dr. Merrill’s doorway. 

“Medina’s dead.” 

“What?” Dr. Merrill shouted from behind his desk. The doctor had 
run back to pick up some files and notebooks to help document the 
new arrivals. 

“He turned five minutes ago, and he was on the DLL list.” 

The DLL list was a ghoulish, yet necessary list that many of the 
Riverside staff had democratically enacted. They wanted to work and 
help in New York, yes; but they also understood the very real 
possibility of becoming infected themselves. Many opted to be put on 
the DLL list—“don’t let ‘live’’—in the event that they were exposed to 
EV1. Should someone on the list become infected, the medical staff 
would compassionately euthanize them as quickly as possible. 

“And Olivarez?” 

“Turned, sir. They have him strapped down in the east wing.” 

Dr. Merrill stood silent and still before grabbing his desk by the 
front drawer and flipping it over in one quick blur. The doctor’s 
computer monitor and table lamp crashed against the floor. Loose 
papers floated and glided throughout the room. 

“Sir?” Sherri asked meekly. 

“Get the fuck out of here,” Dr. Merrill said with an unnerving 
plainness. “Get out now.” 


“T’ve never seen you drink before,” Litchfield said, holding an empty 
bottle of bourbon in his hand. He sat at the foot of Dr. Merrill’s bed. 
“Tsn’t this stuff banned on the premises?” 

“Shut up,” Dr. Merrill said. 

“It’s disappointing news,” Litchfield said, trying not to grind his 
teeth. “But it’s no excuse for you to act like a fucking baby, Paul. I had 
to come in here to wake you because you scared Sherri half to death. 
She’s still rattled.” 

Dr. Merrill grunted. “Let me sleep.” 

“This hurts us all, Paul. It will take months before we have 
another stab at a vaccination pinned down. But we’re all in this 
together, for Christ’s sake. Get up.” 

Dr. Merrill rolled over, turned his back to Litchfield, and 
muttered, “Get out of here.” 

The doctor tried to drift to sleep, but all he could think of were 
the calls to Agents Perry and Ritchie that had gone unreturned. The 
bitter voicemails he had left them, cursing and screaming. He put his 
neck on the line and they betrayed him. 

You lied to me, the doctor thought. You lied, you lied, you lied. 


KKK 


Dr. Merrill heard a terrible pounding. At first he thought it was 
coming from inside his head, but slowly he realized it was 
reverberating from the cheap, plywood door at the end of his room. 

“Out here, now,” Agent Litchfield demanded as he opened the 
door. 

Dr. Merrill opened his eyes. The room was blurry and stunk. He 
looked at his watch. 

“How long was I out?” 

“Too long,” Litchfield said. 

Dr. Merrill finally focused his eyes enough to see that Litchfield 
was in his hazmat suit. “Suit up, now. We need you out here.” 

Dr. Merrill stumbled out of his full sized bed and pulled a hazmat 
suit on. The solid piece of material went on easily—for a moment he 
recalled the days of duct taping his wrists and ankles at the hospital. 

The doctor followed Litchfield out of the department store and 
into the long, western wing of the mall. 

“They should have never killed that Medina kid,” Dr. Merrill said, 
before letting out a burp that disgusted himself. 

“He was on the list, Paul.” 

“It doesn’t matter. The vaccination failed, we could have studied 
him—” 

“For fuck’s sake, Paul, shut up. We have bigger problems than that 
right now.” 

Dr. Merrill squinted. “Yeah?” 

Litchfield gave the doctor a serious glance through his visor. 
“You’re never going to believe this.” 

After a brisk walk, the two men arrived at the tent that housed 
Private Olivarez. He was strapped tightly to his gurney. Dr. Merrill 
looked him up and down at length. His flesh clung firm to his face, his 
eyes were clear and wide. His teeth gnashed together and clicked as 
his glance darted from nurse, to doctor, to officer, to nurse.... 

“How long was I out?” Dr. Merrill asked again. 

Litchfield groaned. “Nearly a day, Paul. The way you were acting, 
we thought it was best if we just...let you sleep.” 

“You should have woken me earlier,” Dr. Merrill said, studying 
Olivarez’s face. There were no bruises on his neck where blood should 
have begun to pool, no tears in his skin. No welts on his face. 

Olivarez seemed alert and...irate. He pulled viciously at his 
restraints. He seemed strong. 

“He’s approaching the twenty third hour now, Paul,” Litchfield 
said, and he pulled a chart from the foot of Olivarez’s bed. 

“Who wrote this?” Dr. Merrill asked, holding the chart above his 
head. 


The staff members in the room all looked at Dr. Merrill with 
worried faces. 

“Don’t everyone speak up at once,” Dr. Merrill yelled. “Who 
fucking wrote this?” 

“I did, sir,” an Army sergeant stated, taking a step forward from 
the back of the room. 

“Who are you?” 

“Sergeant Burt Arnold, United States Army, sir.” 

“I remember you, you came in with this man—and the other one, 
Medina, right? You were the one who came in with them last night?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“And you filled out this chart?” Dr. Merrill asked, pressing a 
rubbery gloved finger on the clipboard in his hand. 

“Yes, sir.” 

“It says here—Private Olivarez, bite wound, right forearm, 7:08 
P.M., with yesterday’s date. Yes?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Dr. Merrill glanced around the room and at the troubled faces 
looking back at him. “Everyone but Litchfield, out.” 

Those in the room filed out one by one, each muttering something 
under their breath as they exited. Litchfield and Dr. Merrill took a seat 
at the foot of Olivarez’s bed. After some time had passed, Dr. Merrill 
finally broke the silence. 

“What do you think this means?” the doctor asked. 

Litchfield swallowed. “I don’t know, Paul.” 

Dr. Merrill looked up at the wide, round analog clock on the wall 
directly above Olivarez’s twisting, hissing head. 6:22 P.M. 

“What do we do?” the doctor said. 

“We wait, Paul. Let’s just wait.” 

Dr. Merrill thought of all the infected patients he had visited over 
the past eight months. With minor variations of five or ten minutes, 
they all died within twenty-three hours. Their skin drooped from their 
body, they became weak and frail, their extremities turned to jelly. 
They fell apart. 

6:31 PM. Olivarez looks like he could run a marathon. 

6:42 PM. Dr. Merrill gives Agent Litchfield a solemn, worried 
look. Each minute that passes feels like an eternity. Angered by their 
presence, Olivarez directs a frightening roar towards the men at the 
end of his bed. His screams are agonizing. Barbaric. 

6:58 PM. The only sounds that Dr. Merrill can concentrate on are 
that of his own heartbeat and the ticking clock above Olivarez. Tick, 
tock, tick, and thump thump, thump thump, thump thump. Occasionally, 
the ticking and thumping are punctuated by Olivarez’s hisses, cries, 
and moans of anguish. 


7:00 PM. Twenty-four hours have passed and Olivarez still shows 
no sign of relenting. The second hand of the clock pulses ominously, 
each movement echoing in Agent Litchfield and Dr. Merrill’s ears. 

Tick, tock, tick. 
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